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Abstract
In an age in which everything from technologies to whole countries seems to be branded, 
brands and branding have received relatively little attention in sociology.
The aim of this thesis is to develop a sociological understanding of brands through an 
investigation of digital cameras. I take a constructivist approach which understands that what 
a technology is, what it will do, and what its effects are, are the consequences of specific 
interpretations of that technology. This thesis contributes to the literature on branding and 
consumer practices by undertaking three types of research. The first investigation is of 
advertising. The second investigation consists of a qualitative study of eleven Sony Centres 
conducted over a twelve month period. The third investigation consists of a thirteen month 
ethnography of an online community whose members own a range of digital cameras 
belonging to the ‘DigiCam’ brand (a pseudonym).
Through an analysis of the data, I show that brands and branding are central means for 
organising how digital cameras are constructed in advertisements and Sony Centres. Yet my 
analyses of Sony Centre staff and community members’ practices complicate existing claims 
in sociology about brands. The brands I analysed are only partially successful. Staff do not 
always act in the ways intended, and they occasionally undermine officially constructed 
meanings for Sony products and the Sony brand. Despite DigiCam cameras being the raison 
d’être of the community, community members show an indifference to the brand. Further, 
members structure the community according to their own interests and desires, and construct 
DigiCam cameras through complex sets of practices and negotiations.
The implications of this thesis are that firstly, any sociological investigation of a consumer 
technology should include brands, secondly, a sociological investigation of a brand extends 
the unit of analysis from one technology to many, and thirdly, looking at the brand is a new 
methodological approach for sociologically investigating how technologies are constructed.
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Chapter 1 Introduction
Brands have an enormous cultural presence. Clothing (Barela 2003, Goldman and 
Papson 1998, Klein 2000, Lury 1999, 2000), cities (Flowerdew 2004, Bell and Binnie 
2004, Greenberg 2000), rural spaces (Lee et al 2005), films (Bakker 2001), 
educational institutions (Antonazzi 1998, Ives 2004)1, political parties 
(O’Shaughnessy 2001), footballers (for example, David Beckham2), and even the 
‘non-brand’ Muji3 (Rusch 2001), are branded.
Along with the near ubiquity of brands, and possibly because of it, brands and their 
owners have been subject to widespread criticism from, for example, journalists 
(Klein 2000, Quart 2003) and anti-brand and anti-globalisation activists (e.g. 
Adbusters.org, Reclaimdemocracy.org, Reclaimthestreets.net, and Subvertise.net) 
because of their and their suppliers’ employee practices and their economic and 
cultural power.
1 See also www.heist.co.uk. Heist was established in 1987 as a specialist marketing services agency, 
focusing on how higher education institutions can market themselves.
2 David Beckham unveiled his personal logo at the Adidas Global Headquarters in Herzogenaurach, 
Germany in 2004. The logo design was apparently inspired by Beckham’s trademark free kicks, and has 
appeared on specifically designed Adidas collections.
3 The Japanese retailer with nine stores in London alone, whose name is short for ‘Mujirushi Ryohin’, 
which means “no label, quality goods” (Rusch 1991). Rusch argues that in fact it is a very successful 
brand whose products are heavily branded, but whose brand success partly lies in its claims to not be a 
brand.
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Despite the near cultural ubiquity of brands, brands have been given little attention in 
sociology. This is despite Lury’s contention in Brands: The Logos of the Global 
Economy (2004), that the brand is an increasingly important medium of exchange in 
a global economy. She argues that it is a key cultural force of our time, and it is one 
of the most important features and vehicles of globalisation. By providing many 
examples, she argues that the brand is a new media object, it is a key locus for the 
reconfiguring of contemporary processes of production, it organises and fixes 
objects, and it acts as an interface between producers and consumers and redefines 
relationships between them (see also Lury 1999, 2000).
Lury’s account in Brands is insightful and it provides a springboard for empirically 
investigating roles of brands and their consumption. Throughout her book, Lury 
employs literature from Actor Network Theory (ANT) (e.g. Gallon 1986a, 1986b,
1998, 1999, Latour 1987, 1996, Law 1984, 2002). In particular, she states that she 
follows Gallon’s ANT investigation of the roles of objects or technological devices in 
the operation of markets (Gallon 1998), in order to argue that the brand is an 
example of a specific market cultural form that mediates the supply and demand of 
products through the organisation, co-ordination and integration of information.
Lury takes ANT’s position that objects and networks have objective properties and 
that these can be understood as actors or ‘actants’ (e.g. Gallon 1998, 1999, Grint and 
Woolgar 1997). Actants are not only human, but include texts, graphical 
representations, and technical artefacts. Thus, in this respect, ANT stands in contrast 
to a social constructivist approach in which only people are given the status of actors, 
and objects, at best, have agency conferred upon or attributed to them (Grint and 
Woolgar 1997).
In contrast to Lury, I take a constructivist approach in this thesis, by examining some 
of the actual processes through which claims are made about different brands, some 
of the roles given to brands in production and mediation, and the possible importance 
that consumers give to brands. Importantly, this thesis also seeks to understand how 
brands and the intentions of different producers may be undermined, thus revealing 
the possible fallibility of brands and branding.
The types of brands I cited at the beginning of this chapter illustrate the wide-ranging 
scope of brands. However, selecting a case study will help to establish boundaries 
for the study and provide empirical depth. In order to achieve the goals of this thesis,
I employ an ‘instrumental case study’ (Stake 2000, p437). Stake (ibid) describes this 
type of study as one in which a case is examined in order to provide an insight into a 
particular issue. The case is of secondary interest. “It plays a supportive role, and it 
facilitates [an] understanding of something else... The choice of case is made to 
advance understanding of that other interest” (ibid p437). Examples of instrumental 
case studies include those by Asmussen and Creswell (1997), du Gay et al (1997), 
Koller (1996), McCormick (1994), Medina (2004) and Pugach (1998).
The instrumental case study I have selected is the digital camera, a phenomenon 
that has yet to be widely interrogated by sociologists (although see Cohen 2005).
The lack of interest in this mobile technology is peculiar given research into other 
mobile technologies in sociology (e.g. Brown, Green and Harper 2002, Bull 2001, 
Cooper et al 2002, du Gay et al 1997, Geser 2002, Green 2002, Katz and Aakhus 
2002, Laurier 2001, Ling 2004, Myerson 2001, Selwyn 2003) and into the camera 
and photography (e.g. Chalfen 1998, Edwards 2002, Lury 1998, Slater 1992, 1999).
Economically and culturally, digital cameras have been hugely successful. Although 
digital cameras were only launched into the UK market in the mid 1990s, Mintel
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(2002 p22) reported in 2002 that UK sales of digital cameras accounted for 41.4% of 
the camera market. During 2004, unit sales for digital cameras outstripped those for 
film cameras. For example, the ratio of digital camera sales to 35mm camera sales at 
Dixons4 during 2004 was five to one, whilst in 2005 Dixons reported that it would 
cease retailing 35mm cameras once its current stock had sold (BBCi News 2005). In 
2004, Kodak - a company whose history in the production of film and cameras goes 
back to the late 19th century - reported that it would cease selling film cameras 
throughout North America and Europe (BBCi News 2004a, 2004b). During 2005, 
sales of digital cameras against film cameras was 15 to 1, and the technology analyst 
Understanding and Solutions expected UK sales of digital cameras to grow to 6.42m 
during the same year (timesonline.co.uk 2005).
Growth in digital camera sales is coupled with the development of a range of . 
associated possibilities, facilities and products for users. There are websites, email 
listings and chat groups for digital camera users, software for users to manipulate 
photographs (e.g. Adobe Photoshop, JASC Paintshop and Corel Photobook), 
printers dedicated to printing digital photographs (e.g. by Canon and Sony), online 
printing facilities (e.g. Photobox.co.uk and Snapfish.co.uk), online sites on which 
users can share their photographs with others (e.g. Flickr.com, Photos.fotango.co.uk, 
Snapfish.co.uk), online photographic projects (e.g. Geobloggers.com whose 
members map geographical areas photographically), and photoblogging software for 
people who make photographs and then post them on the web in the forms of
4 Until early 2006, this was a high street retail chain of 199 stores in the UK that sold consumer 
technologies and which was owned by Dixons Group PLC (http://tinyurl.com/bbom2. Accessed 14 Sep 
2005). Now only online and owned by DSG Retail (www.dixons.co.uk. Accessed 23 Sep 2006).
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photoblogs or photographic journals5, (e.g. Buzznet.com, Fotolog.net, 
Photobloggers.org).
1.1 Theoretical grounding
I take a constructivist approach to understanding brands and digital cameras. 
Constructivism holds a relativist ontological position (Bruner 1986, Fuss 1989, Guba 
and Lincoln 2004, Schwandt 1998). According to constructivism, realities are socially 
constructed; they are dependent for their form and content on the individual persons 
or groups holding the constructions (Guba and Lincoln 2004). Constructivism holds 
that knowledge and truth are created, rather than discovered (Schwandt 1998). 
Constructions are not more or less true in any absolute sense, but simply more or 
less informed and / or sophisticated. “Contrary to common sense, there is no unique 
‘real world’ that pre-exists and is independent of human mental activity and human 
symbolic language” (Bruner 1986 p95).
As Grint and Woolgar (1997) make clear, constructivism is only one of a number of 
non-essentialist positions. However, Grint and Woolgar explain that whilst essentialist 
approaches to technology are based on an acceptance that technologies have 
inherent capacities, non-essentialist approaches to technologies have typically 
shared the view that the nature, form and capacity of a technology are due to various 
antecedent circumstances involved in its development. These circumstances are 
mainly taken to include design manufacture and production, and are said to be ‘built- 
into’ and/or ‘embodied’ in the technology. Thus, a technology is ‘congealed social 
relations’, or ‘society made durable’ (Grint and Woolgar 1997). Examples of the non- 
essentialist approach include the ‘social shaping’ perspective (e.g. Edge 1988,
5 Cohen (2005) reports that there are approximately one million photobloggers worldwide.
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MacKenzie 1991, and MacKenzie and Wajcman 1985, Williams and Edge 1991), and 
the ‘social construction of technology’ (e.g. Bijker et al 1987, Bijker and Law 1992).
The most evident problem with these examples of non-essentialist approaches is that 
the confinement of the construction of technologies (or any object) to their design and 
implementation underestimates the significance of different actors’ interpretations 
and uses of them. In contrast to these positions, I take an approach that understands 
that what a technology is, what it will do, and what its effects are, are the 
consequence of specific interpretations of that technology. Grint and Woolgar (1997) 
argue that any understanding of a technology and its capacities is the consequence 
of interpretation: Using the notion of ‘technology as text’, they argue, “what a 
machine is, what it will do, what its effects will be, are the upshots of specific 
readings of the text, rather than arising directly from the essence of an unmediated or 
self-explanatory technology” (ibid p32). Thus, technologies do not speak for 
themselves but have to be spoken for (ibid). Woolgar argues that objects “need 
stories” (2002 p264). In their study of the Sony Walkman, du Gay et al (1997) state , 
that Walkmans do not possess their own intrinsic meanings, and they cannot express 
their meanings for us. Rather, they argue that advertising is the cultural language that 
speaks on behalf of products. Advertising makes commodities speak.
A textual approach implies that representations about a technology configure 
particular readings of that technology. Thus, Grint and Woolgar (1997) stress that 
although, in principle, all readings of a technology are possible, not all are probable. 
They explain that representations set parameters for interpretations. Therefore, it 
would follow that digital cameras and brands are represented in such ways that they 
make particular readings more probable than others. Accordingly, how these are 
represented and how parameters are set for their interpretations will be investigated 
in this thesis. Questions to be answered include: how do digital cameras and brands
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become what they appear to be, and what are the roles of brands in how digital 
cameras are constructed? These questions contrast with the questions: what do 
brands and digital cameras do and what are their effects?, since these questions 
presume an objectively verifiable and unmediated truth.
My approach is to understand that digital cameras and brands are constructed 
through representations whilst at the same time they remain interpretively flexible 
and open to further and alternative constructions. It is always possible that 
challenges can be made to claims about them. Thus, by employing an interpretive 
approach, I also build upon Lury’s work when I seek to understand some of the 
interpretations of some of the people who experience brands and branded objects.
1.2 The study
In their study of the ‘circuit of culture’ of the Sony Walkman, du Gay et al argue that 
in an investigation of a technology,
One should at least explore how it is represented, what social identities are 
associated with it, how it is produced and consumed, and what mechanisms 
regulate its distribution and use (1997 p3).
I pursue a similar trajectory in this thesis in order to investigate the roles given to, and 
the importance of, brands in how digital cameras are constructed. The circuit of 
culture model is useful because unlike previously dominant analyses of the 
production and consumption of objects, such as the social shaping of technology 
approach, it does not assume that production is the prime determinant of meanings 
that are given to technologies. Du Gay et al recognise the active potential of 
consumers to transform and subvert meanings given to an object or cultural 
phenomenon. No determining moment exists in its construction, and indeed, drawing
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distinctions between production and consumption is problematic. However, du Gay et 
al also discuss how uses of Walkmans are regulated by non-users in public spaces, 
especially on public transport. They argue that when something achieves the status 
of being “out of place” (p117), there is an attempt to reject or exclude it. Because 
uses of the Walkman presented a danger to the established classifications of public 
and private, London Transport drew up regulations for appropriate noise levels on 
transport, and advertised warnings of the penalties that might be incurred if music 
was played too loudly.
The ‘circuit of culture’ model has been adapted and applied in more recent studies. 
Dyer-Witherford (1999) employed it to argue that information technologies form the 
latest sites of struggle between capital and labour, and proposed the four moments of 
Production, Reproduction of Labour Power, Reproduction of Nature, and Circulation. 
Julier (2000) used the model to interrogate new forms of user-centred design in 
which market research is intensively re-circulated into production, and in which 
identities of producers and consumers blur. Soar (2000) employed the model to 
understand production and consumption between groups of cultural intermediaries. 
Finally, Taylor et al (2002) used this model to investigate Napster, the file sharing 
software6.
In my investigation I stress the roles of brands in the co-production of digital 
cameras, how they are represented, what social identities are associated with them, 
how they are mediated, and how they are consumed. However, although regulation
6 For further discussions and applications of this model, see Ateljevic (2000), Burgess (1990), Churchill 
and Wakeford (2002), Crang and Malbon (1996), Hall (1997a), Jackson and Thrift (1995), Johnson 
(1986), Thompson (1997), Woodward (1997).
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is one of the stages of the Circuit of Culture (du Gay et al 1997), I do not directly 
research this stage in this thesis.
1.2.1 Overview of Chapters
Chapter Two is concerned with reporting themes to emerge from existing literature. 
Accounts by Horkheimer and Adorno (1972), Adorno (1974) and Marcuse (1964) are 
forerunners to accounts by Baudrillard that stress the notion of signification in 
production and consumption. I show how some of Baudrillard’s accounts are useful 
for beginning to understand brands and branding. Further, both sets of literature have 
influenced accounts in which their authors describe how consumers are able to resist 
and subvert the apparent cultural and social dominance of brands and their 
producers (e.g. Klein 2000, Murray and Ozanne 1991 and Ozanne and Murray 
1995).
Other accounts suggest that brands have become central to consumers’ experiences 
in retail environments and of products and services, and they describe how brands 
have become media for consumers’ projects of identity construction. Although I 
evaluate this literature extensively, this literature is important for shedding light on the 
kinds of sites that are significant in the production and consumption of objects. 
However, although interest in retail spaces as sites for consumption, pleasure and 
the construction of identity is plentiful, I show that insufficient attention has been 
given to the actual practices of retail workers.
In view of the literature, I chose to investigate advertisements for digital cameras, 
retail sites, and users of brands’ digital cameras in order to understand the roles that 
different agents give to brands in the production, mediation and consumption of 
digital cameras, as a case study.
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Chapter Three reports upon the strategies I selected for the research, how I decided 
upon particular methods and research sites, different issues I encountered during my 
research, how I might have conducted the research differently, and how the research 
could have been improved. The research demanded a multi-sited approach and a 
diverse range of research techniques, each with its own specific requirements and 
challenges. I discuss the repercussions of my constructivist approach for my 
analyses. I outline the strategies I employed for gathering advertisements for digital 
cameras, and how I interpreted them. I describe the processes through which I 
decided to focus upon Sony Centres7 and the methods I utilised for researching 
them, that included observations, being a customer, and conducting unstructured 
interviews. In terms of other consumers, this thesis reports upon the research I did 
with the DigiCam8 community. I also undertook twenty interviews with users of 
different brands of digital cameras, and I also began an ethnography of an online 
group whose members owned Sony digital cameras. The large amount of material 
that I gained from all my research meant that I was unable to include analyses of it all 
in this thesis because of time and the permitted word limit, although it did help to 
inform my thinking. Thus, I discuss how I decided what research to include in this 
thesis.
In Chapter Four, I engage with the roles given to brands and branding in how digital 
cameras are represented. Representation is the practice of constructing meanings 
through signs and language (du Gay et al 1997, Edwards 2002, Hall, 1997a, 1997b,
7 As at September 2004, there were approximately 135 Sony Centres in Great Britain. 109 of these were 
in England and 11 of them were in London (www.yell.com. Accessed 1 Sep 2004).
8 A fictitious name in order to retain confidentiality. According to the official purpose of this group, this 
group is for owners of a particular well known brand of digital cameras.
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Schroeder and Zwick 2004, Sunderland and Denny 2005). One of the key practices 
of representation is that of advertising (Baker 2005, Churchill and Wakeford 2002, du 
Gay et al 1997, Sivulka 1998), and advertisements for digital cameras formed the 
first site of research. Investigating brands and branding in advertisements goes 
beyond how advertisements have been previously analysed in sociology. Although 
discussions of Sony are evident in other chapters of the study by du Gay et al of the 
Sony Walkman (1997), the authors underplay the importance of the fact that the 
advertisements they study are for a Sony product in particular. In the empirical 
chapters I demonstrate how paying attention to the Sony brand in Sony Walkman 
advertisements leads to further insightful findings.
I show that brands are central to how advertisers construct digital cameras, and with 
reference to Bowker and Star (1991) and Baudrillard (1984), I explain how brands 
are employed and constructed in these advertisements. I argue that advertisers 
construct brands’ digital cameras to be enablers to people’s development of what 
Giddens calls their “biographical narratives”, that he explains are vital to the 
construction of self-identity (1991 p5). However, the importance that advertisers give 
to brands is evident when they portray this enabling power as being rooted in their 
brands. I also argue that advertisers construct particular notions of users of branded 
digital cameras. Practices of classification are central to these processes, and the 
home, gender, ethnicity, the body and sexuality are important features of the 
advertisements I analyse.
Retail sites, the work of those employed in them and those who manage and own 
them form another element to emerge from the literature. Together, Chapters Five 
and Six form a case study of the roles given to, and the importance of, the Sony 
brand and branding in Sony Centres. By focusing upon these, analyses are extended 
beyond just Sony digital cameras, to other Sony products. Also, investigating Sony
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Centres adds to research about the gendering of retail (e.g. Game and Pringle 1984, 
Hochschild 1983, McGauran 2000, Pettinger 2004, Scott 1994) because I found that, 
during my research, nearly all staff who work in Sony Centres in London are male. 
This contrasts with the overall pattern to be found in retail, for 65% of workers in the 
retail trade are women (Labour Market Trends 2004 pB14, cited in Pettinger 2005 
p464).
By undertaking the role of a customer and by researching exterior and interior 
design, how products are arranged and classified and Sony Centre staff, I investigate 
how customers are constructed and configured to browse and experience Sony 
products and Sony Centre retail spaces. Further, by investigating the roles of staff in 
constructing the Sony brand and Sony technologies that include digital cameras, I 
claim that staff operate as ‘cultural intermediaries’. By applying this term to retail staff 
I extend its use, as it has mainly been applied to advertising and artefact designers 
(e.g. du Gay et al 1997, Bourdieu 1984, McRobbie 2002, Negus 2002, Nixon and du 
Gay 2002) who, according to du Gay et al (1997), produce meaning by encoding 
artefacts with symbolic meaning.
Practices of classification are central to understanding strategies of regulation to 
which staff are subject. By investigating the material aspects of staff members’ work 
in Chapter 6, the ‘behind the scenes’ work that staff undertake, and their relatively 
low pay, I draw comparisons between Sony Centre staff and staff in other types of 
high street retail.
Also in Chapter Six, I argue that the parameters that are set for staff activities and, 
more broadly, attempts to co-ordinate practices and processes of mediation and 
consumption are only partially successful. I show how Sony Centre staff occasionally
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transgress parameters for preferred activities, and so intermittently undermine some 
of the official meanings constructed for the Sony brand and Sony technologies.
In Chapter Seven, I explore the roles of, and the importance that members of the 
DigiCam community give to, the DigiCam brand and its cameras, and how members 
appropriate DigiCam cameras. Despite DigiCam cameras being the raison d’être of 
the community, the DigiCam brand is never a topic of conversation between 
members, and members appear indifferent to it.
I discuss how co-users in the community structure how DigiCam cameras are talked 
about and used. Over time, practices of friendship and familiarity inform how 
members co-construct DigiCam cameras and how they use them. Further, topics 
other than DigiCam digital cameras have important places in members’ interactions 
and they are central to how members develop relationships with each other.
In part, concerns for, and practices of, friendship and familiarity, and discussion of 
topics outside of DigiCam cameras, are shaped by the ways in which core members 
of the community set parameters for how members should interact in the community. 
These parameters work to configure some of the photographic topics and the kinds 
of photographs that members share, and they help to inform how members construct 
DigiCam cameras.
In Chapter Eight I draw together the empirical chapters and reflect upon the 
overarching themes to emerge from the thesis. I argue that although brands and 
branding have become central means for constructing official and thus preferred 
meanings for a new technology, this thesis significantly extends, but also 
complicates, existing literature in sociology about brands and branding. I argue that 
some of the significance of this thesis lays in it demonstrating that the brand is a new
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methodological approach for investigating how technologies are constructed. I also 
discuss the limitations of this thesis and possibilities for future sociological accounts 
and research. These possibilities draw from the alternative research methods I might 
have employed, the research that I undertook in addition to the research I analysed 
in this thesis, and the actual findings of this thesis.
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Chapter 2 Review of Literature
2.1 Introduction
My goal in this chapter is to investigate literature that will help me to theoretically 
situate this thesis, locate important gaps in existing knowledge, uncover themes with 
which this thesis can engage, and select sites for empirical research.
In 2.2 I investigate some of the most influential accounts of production and 
consumption. These stress the cultural authority of producers, marketers and 
advertisers in governing social life. Accounts by Horkheimer and Adorno (1972), 
Adorno (1974) and Marcuse (1964) are forerunners to accounts by Baudrillard that 
stress the notion of signification in production and consumption. Accounts by 
Baudrillard are useful for beginning to understand processes of branding, but I argue 
that there is a scarcity of sociological literature about brands. Accounts by Lury are 
an exception (2000, 2004), and I analyse and assess these. Literature by Baudrillard, 
Horkheimer and Adorno, and Adorno have influenced accounts that describe how 
consumers are able to resist the apparent cultural and social dominance of producers 
(e.g. Klein 2000, Murray and Ozanne 1991 and Ozanne and Murray 1995), which I 
explore in 2.3 .1 argue that a more subtle approach than those provided by these 
authors is given by de Certeau (1984).
In 2.4, I investigate accounts that are more positive about the roles of producers. 
Central to these accounts is the notion that consumption is a significant arena for the 
construction of individuality and self-identity. I critique the ‘pleasures of consumption’
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thesis, in particular literature from Fiske (1987, 1989a, 1989b, 1992). I review 
literature about fan communities, and I highlight the need to sociologically engage 
with brand communities.
I show how importance is placed in the literature upon roles of advertising and retail 
spaces. However, I also suggest that insufficient attention has been given to how 
retail workers play central roles in the intended experiences of consumers and in the 
construction and reinforcement of meanings given to brands. Questions that arise 
from this literature are: what roles are given to brands in the ways digital cameras are 
constructed in advertising and retail spaces? What roles are given to brands and 
branding for intended customer experiences? How are staff members intended to 
work, including in relation to brands? How successful are the intentions of brand and 
retail owners and how might these intentions be undermined? How much importance 
might a community of users who own the same brand of cameras place upon that 
brand, and how might they co-construct their cameras, even against the intentions of 
different producers?
2.2 Producer consumer relationships
2.2.1 The cultural power of producers
Accounts that stress the cultural power of producers have dominated analyses of 
relationships between consumers and producers (du Gay et al 1997, Edwards 2000, 
Holt 2002, Lury 1996, Miller 1987). Two texts that have influenced sociological 
accounts of production and consumption (such as by Baudrillard [1983a], Murray and 
Ozanne [1991], and Ozanne and Murray [1991]) are Dialectic of Enlightenment by 
Horkheimer and Adorno (1972), and Minima Moralia by Adorno (1974). In the former, 
marketers and advertisers are portrayed as engineers of culture who are able to
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determine the consumption habits of consumers and seduce them into obedience to 
their cultural authority. According to this account, new mass cultural industries are 
able to pacify challenges to capitalist production, and mass distribution of television, 
music and film reduce content to its most banal and make it unchallenging and 
therefore easier to consume.
In Minima Moralia (1974), Adorno argues that consumers are manipulated into 
buying commodities that they do not really need, thereby arguing that the Marxist 
notion of exchange value has erased the history of the original use value of goods, 
and consequently that commodities are free to take on a variety of cultural 
associations. He posits that advertising, in particular, is able to exploit this obliteration 
of use value. Emptied of their ‘real’ meanings, products - even apparently mundane 
everyday products such as soap, washing machines, cars and alcoholic drinks - can 
then be filled with new meanings by, for example, taking on images of romance, 
desire and beauty. Products become aestheticised carriers of meaning that become 
difficult and even impossible to resist, thus helping to explain the apparent insatiable 
growth in consumer demand.
Similarly, Marcuse (1964) argues that the power of advertising and commodity 
aesthetics forms a foundation of social control. He argues that commodity aesthetics 
have become a whole way of life that has restructured human needs. Through the 
constructed associations of products, consumers are able to find their identities or 
“soul(s)” (Marcuse 1964, p24).
Although claims about the manipulability of consumers and notions of ‘false’ needs 
are problematic, Leiss, Kline and Jhally (1996) indicate that Horkheimer and Adorno 
accurately reflect how many advertisers and marketers understood themselves and 
their roles in the marketplace from the 1950s. They posit that many marketers and
advertisers made little or no attempt to hide strategies that were devised to direct 
consumers about how they should live. They contend that the forms of advertising 
and marketing critiqued by Adorno and Horkheimer (1972) focussed upon 
constructing products to embody some of the ideals of consumers, for example their 
aspirations for themselves and their families. Marketers actively promoted links 
between constructed attributes of products on the one hand, and desirable personal 
characteristics and values on the other.
2.2.2 Consumption and signification
Baudrillard’s analyses exemplify what Edwards (2000 p174) calls “dystopian” views 
of post-modernity, that also include accounts by Horkheimer and Adorno (1972), 
Adorno (1974) and Marcuse (1964). However, they also indicate the importance of 
branding in production and consumption.
A central tenet of Baudrillard’s Fora Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign 
(1983a), is that the rationality of production has been replaced by signification and 
sign value from which objects get their meanings. Therefore, for Baudrillard (1983a), 
contrary to Horkheimer and Adorno (1972), all human ‘needs’ are in fact constructed 
through a system or code that produces signs through which objects acquire 
meanings that seduce human beings into consuming commodities as objects of 
desire and prestige. Consequently, consumption should be understood in terms of 
the consumption of signs. For Baudrillard, objects gain their meanings in consumer 
culture, their histories are erased by advertisers and objects become simulations 
(Baudrillard 1994).
In his book In the Shadows of the Silent Majorities (1983c), Baudrillard describes 
how the explosion in the proliferation of signs leads to a saturation of signs and an
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obliteration of meaning. Artefacts become empty of meaning and signify nothing but 
themselves. Behind the signs of objects, signifieds disappear. The endless 
reduplication of signs and images effaces the distinction between images and reality. 
In this account, objects do not signify anything outside of themselves, the 
consequence being that people become media for expressing differences between 
objects. This represents Baudrillard’s notion of ‘fatal strategies’ in which the object- 
subject relationship becomes so reversed that objects are invested with both a 
thinking and driving logic of their own. Consequently, subjects are constantly prey to 
the fatal, deadly strategies of the object. Ultimately, this is the triumph of capitalism 
resulting in the death of the social and a depthless world of consumption.
Baudrillard’s theses are able to provide a useful vehicle for investigating the 
dynamics of branding. A central point of concern for Baudrillard is that objects are 
becoming increasingly emptied of their material content. What are increasingly 
produced are not material objects, but signs. The notion of the production of signs 
has been taken up more recently by Lury (2000) and Lash and Urry (1994), who 
argue that this is a central process of branding.
Brands, branding, and their cultural and economic impacts are major topics in 
business literature (e.g. Aarker 1996, Andrew 1998, de Chernatony and McDonald 
1998, Ellwood 2000, Holt 2004, Mottram 1998, Olins 2004, Williams 2000). However, 
they are yet to form a major theme in sociology. One sociologist who has written on 
brands and branding is Lury (1999, 2000, 2004). In Brands (2004), she seeks to 
understand the roles and positions given to brands in the globalised economy. Her 
account draws extensively from cultural theory and Actor Network Theory (ANT). In 
particular, she employs literature by Gallon (1986a, 1986b, 1998, 1999). In this 
literature, Gallon applies ANT approaches to study economic markets. Drawing on 
this literature, Lury argues that the brand is a new media object. It is one of the key
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cultural forces of our time. Her principal argument is that the brand patterns activity in 
time and space. It co-ordinates relations of production and consumption by 
controlling everything from conception through to presentation.
The brand’s object like nature extends to it being an interface. It both connects 
producers and consumers, and separates them. Although an object, Lury argues that 
the interface of the brand is not located in a single place, at a single time. Rather, the 
interface is distributed across a number of surfaces, for example products and 
packaging, screens (such as televisions, computers and cinemas), and sites such as 
retail outlets and advertising hoardings.
Lury also sees the brand as a medium of exchange between producers and 
consumers. She explains that the creation of a logo condenses the memory of all 
brand effects - its advertisements, packaging, artefacts and promotion - so that the 
histories and social relations of objects and even producers and consumers are 
concealed. She concludes that value has moved away from objects per se to brands. 
Objects are bought and sold because they are effects of brands - objects originate 
from them.
Using the example of the Benetton brand, Lury (2000) argues that an intensification 
in the ‘imaging’ of an object has occurred since the beginning of the twentieth 
century. She argues that this has led to the effacement of the object rather than to its 
realisation. Objects no longer have predictable properties. Rather, they exist as a 
continuum of possibilities that are defined by the brand. The brand subsumes objects 
in its own mediated "superimpositions’’ (ibid p168) of visual practices and marketing, 
and so the production and mediation of objects are co-ordinated by the brand. This 
stands in contrast to Lash and Urry (1994) who maintain the position of the primacy 
of the object over the sign: that objects take on the properties of sign-value through
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the attachment of images to goods. According to Lury, the relationship between 
image and object is reversed: “the object is now an effect of the brand” (ibid p168).
Lury’s accounts provide a springboard for empirically investigating roles of brands 
and how they are experienced. However, elements of them are emblematic of 
essentialist accounts of technologies that Grint and Woolgar (1997) critique. This is 
because Lury takes an ANT approach to understanding brands, and she draws 
heavily upon literature from ANT in her book (e.g. Gallon 1986a, 1986b, 1998, 1999, 
Latour 1987, 1996, Law 1984, 2002). Specifically, Lury states that she adopts 
Gallon’s ANT position, in which technological devices or objects are understood as 
“image instruments” or “media of translation”, in order to understand the brand (2004 
p6, Gallon 1986a, Law 1984), She follows Gallon’s investigation of the roles of 
objects or technological devices in the operation of markets (Gallon 1998, 1999) in 
order to argue that brands are actors in a globalised economy. For Lury, a brand is 
an example of a specific market cultural form that mediates the supply and demand 
of products through the organisation, co-ordination and integration of the use of 
information (2004 p4).
Collins and Yearley (1992) and Grint and Woolgar (1997) make a criticism of ANT 
that can be applied to Lury’s account in Brands. Because Lury takes the position that 
brands are actors in a globalised economy, they can remain unaffected by human 
actors. For example, she notes that, “as the brand emerges as a set of relations 
between products, it begins to acquire a self-organising, recursive logic that can not 
be reduced to the strategies of social actors” (2004 p51). She claims that because 
the brand is a self-organising object, the activities of marketers, designers and 
consumers cannot adequately describe the brand, even when these activities are 
added together. She argues that approaches which describe brands in terms of these 
activities “privilege purposive actions, and do not acknowledge the significance of the
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self-organising elements of the brand as a complex, indeterminate or open object” 
(ibid p51).
ANT stands in contrast to a social constructivist approach in which only people are 
given the status of actors, and objects, at best, have agency conferred upon or 
attributed to them (Grint and Woolgar 1997). A main tenet of constructivism is that 
capabilities are attributed to objects, rather than being essential to them (Grint and 
Woolgar 1997, Guba and Lincoln 1994). This thesis takes a non-essentialist 
approach that empirically examines how brands and digital cameras become what 
they appear to be and how they gain specific capacities. This stands in contrast to 
explorations of what they do or of their effects since, to adopt Grint and Woolgar’s 
approach to understanding technologies (1997), what counts as an effect, or even a 
brand or digital camera, is a social process involving the persuasive interpretation of 
information and the convincing attribution of capacities (1997 p33).
2.3 Opposition and resistance
As Mackay et al (2000) and Giddens (1991) state, consumers’ practices cannot be 
solely understood in terms of market prescriptions, since individuals actively 
discriminate among them and interpret them in their own terms. Literature has 
identified rich and diverse practices by consumers, such as practices of self 
expression (e.g. Lash and Urry 1994, Miller 1987, Willis 1978) and even subversion 
of producers’ intentions (e.g. Fiske 1987, 1989a). For example, Miller (1987) 
contends that necessarily included within consumption is the ability of consumers to 
reflexively manipulate the meanings of objects through differential use and 
association. Lash and Urry argue that consumers take on roles of aestheticisation ‘by 
doing semiotic work of transformation when they consume services, experiences and 
artefacts” (1994, p15). Consumers continue to aestheticise already aestheticised
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objects, thereby performing a type of “demand-side semiotic work” (ibid p15), which 
characterises what Lash and Urry and others have called the aestheticisation of 
contemporary everyday life (e.g. Featherstone 1991, Lury 1996). Lash and Urry give 
the example of the tourist who “consumes services and experiences” by turning 
these referents into signifiers (Lash and Urry 1994 p15).
Consumers’ practices of opposition and resistance form a dominant focus in literature 
about consumer culture. For example, in Brands, Lury (2004) argues, “it is only when 
consumers are (more or less) organised or (more or less) rational that they are able 
to be effective (or, perhaps better, that their actions have an effect) in challenging or 
transforming brands” (p141). She gives the examples of anti-capitalist 
demonstrations, protests against the working conditions of employees in Third World 
countries who produce clothes for Levi's, The Gap, Nike and Adidas (see also Klein 
2000), and what journalists have called the ‘McLibel Trial’ (www.mcspotlight.com).
Lury’s brief account of consumers’ practices is similar to the two accounts provided 
by Murray and Ozanne of how consumers are able to resist what they claim is the 
cultural power of producers (Murray and Ozanne 1991, Ozanne and Murray 1991). 
Murray and Ozanne’s accounts are strongly influenced by Horkheimer and Adorno 
(1994) (Holt 2002). Following Baudrillard (1983a), Murray and Ozanne (1991) 
understand consumer culture in terms of a consumption code. They argue that in 
order to resist the system of meanings that are inscribed onto objects by producers 
and intermediaries, consumers must practice an active critical reflexivity. In order to 
resist, consumers must consciously make distinctions between use values of 
products and marketers’ constructions of them, thereby developing a critical distance 
from the code and understanding how it structures human needs. Ozanne and 
Murray (1995) propose that consumers are able to resist by actively altering the sign 
values of market imposed codes to signify opposition to them. They give the
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examples of consumers who buy computers but who then use them to organise 
oppositional groups, and consumers who buy clothes but who then use them to 
signify opposition to established social and cultural values. However, they posit that 
these meanings rapidly lose their oppositional values because advertisers and 
marketers quickly appropriate them. Consequently, Ozanne and Murray argue that 
consumers must develop quick and agile practices in order to maintain an opposition 
to meanings that marketers construct and attach to different products.
2.3.1 Klein’s No Logo
In her book No Logo, Klein provides a journalistic account that is similar to accounts 
by Murray and Ozanne (1991) and Ozanne and Murray (1995). In it, Klein reinforces 
notions of the cultural power of producers. Klein’s thesis is that environmental, labour 
and human rights activists, and ‘culture jammers’, such as ‘Adbusters’ 
(www.adbusters.com), have emerged alongside the growth in the cultural presence 
and power of brands since the mid 1990s. Some of these activists have helped to 
expose some of the working conditions of employees that have then been 
investigated and criticised in some media. Reported experiences of low paid labour 
working in poor conditions for outsourced subcontractors of Nike created a moral 
storm in summer 1996 following publication of photographs of Pakistani children 
being paid 6 cents an hour (BBCi News 2001c; Goldman and Papson 2001). In 
response to these and similar stories, Klein describes some of the activities of 
‘subvertisers’ and ‘culture jammers’ who attempt to alter brands’ messages by 
reflecting them back onto themselves to reveal their possible contradictions, or 
simply in order to challenge them. Examples are given in Figure 2-1, Figure 2-2 and 
Figure 2-3.
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Figure 2-1. ‘Yes, both of us are fashion fcukwits’ (Subvertise.org 2002a)
The billboard in Figure 2-1 for French Connection UK appeared in Bristol UK in 2000. 
It continues French Connection UK’s long running play on its pseudonym ‘FCUK’. 
However, the added graffiti uses the same string of letters to cleverly manipulate the 
brand logo.
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Figure 2-2. ‘L’Oréal, because I’m stupid’ (Subvertise.org 2002b)
The billboard in Figure 2-2 for L’Oréal also appeared in Bristol, UK in 2000. Along 
with the altered text on the left, the L’Oréal brand slogan of “L’Oréal, because I’m 
worth it” has been changed to “L’Oréal, because I’m stupid”.
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Figure 2-3. ‘To my ill figure’ (Subvertise.org 2002c)
Figure 2-3 is not a manipulated billboard but a manipulated image that was posted 
and forwarded via email during 2001. The brand name ‘Tommy Hilfiger’ has been 
incorporated into a message about bodies used in the fashion industry. (More 
recently, companies have used viral marketing to promote branded services or 
artefacts. Viral marketing includes the practice of sending videos or advertisements 
via email that are then passed on because they may be humorous or otherwise 
interesting. Two examples are a link to a video entitled ‘Bollocks’ for a Volkswagen 
car, that was passed round the internet in 20039, and “Final Bird” for Ford released in 
200310.)
Klein (2000) argues that activities of ‘subvertising’ challenge the social and cultural 
power of corporations, their brand messages and the conditions of many workers in
9 www.boardsmag.com/screeningroom/commercials/795 (Accessed 21 Nov 2004).
10 www.the-eviltwin.co.uk (Accessed 21 Nov 2004).
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developing countries who manufacture branded goods. She argues that these agents 
make visible what brands makes invisible or obscure when producers attempt to 
make brands stand between producers and consumers. To follow, images of 
personal development and transcendence of financial and class limitations by 
consumers in Nike advertising (Goldman and Papson 1998) work to conceal the 
actual conditions of workers who produce shoes for subcontractors of Nike. Lash and 
Urry (1994) similarly argue that an experiential gap exists between, on the one hand, 
the service and skilled working classes in developed countries, and on the other, 
third world producers.
Contesting messages of brands and contradictions between brand messages and 
actual practices of corporations help to deconstruct, as Barthes says in Mythologies 
(1973), the constructed natural appearance between a signifier and signified in an 
advertisement. By challenging a sign or brand message, its connotation is shown to 
be constructed. One of Klein’s arguments is that subvertising does not work to reveal 
an opposite meaning to what is advertised, but a deeper meaning or a “deeper truth” 
(Klein 2000, p282). That is, just as Barthes deconstructs an advertisement in order to 
reveal a connotation that has to be there, for Klein, subvertisers work to reveal a 
deeper truth that has to be there. This is problematic because it assumes that it is the 
role of a relatively few number of people to enlighten the vast majority of consumers 
who, apparently, do not think or reflect upon brand messages and their own 
consumption practices.
2.4 Consumption
Accounts discussed in 2.3 reinforce Lury’s contention that the brand is central to 
contemporary consumer culture. However, significant parts of, and assumptions in, 
accounts by Horkheimer and Adorno (1972) and Adorno (1974) are clearly
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problematic, and it is not surprising that they have been heavily criticised (e.g. 
Edwards 2000, Featherstone 1991; Kellner 1989, Miller 1987). Accounts by 
Horkheimer and Adorno (1972) and Adorno (1974), and accounts I reviewed 
concerning resistance, are founded upon, or are at least indicative of, a constructed 
dichotomy between production and consumption, in which the former determines the 
latter.
Such accounts imply that producers are able to dominate consumer culture and that 
producers are largely successful at determining social life and thus how objects and 
brands are used. For these authors, advertisers and marketers construct meanings 
around artefacts and brands through the exercise of special types of knowledge, and 
it is a given that consumers understand, interpret and consume brands and objects 
only in terms defined by them.
Accounts about the social and cultural domination of advertisers, other producers 
and brands, and even accounts of organised resistance, underplay how consumers 
might orient objects and brands to their own ends as they go about their everyday 
lives. In the absence of accounts about consumers’ actual everyday practices and 
experiences of consumption, these accounts tend to imply that most consumers are 
uncritical and passive. Advertisers and brand designers successfully persuade most 
consumers of the meanings they construct around brands and objects. In these 
accounts, the only way to achieve social change is to purposefully and intentionally 
confront and challenge advertising discourses and claims, as Murray and Ozanne, 
and Klein suggest.
An alternative account of resistance to those discussed is by de Certeau. His notion 
of tactics in The Practice of Everyday Life (1984) is much more useful for this thesis 
than accounts of organised resistance discussed so far because he pays attention to
more ordinary, mundane practices of individuals. De Certeau explains that individuals 
produce their own practices, styles and uses of objects and resist prescriptions as 
they go about their everyday lives, for example as they watch television, listen to 
music and read newspapers. They mark their environments with their own 
individualities to service their own needs (ibid).
Taking walking as an example, de Certeau makes a differentiation between 
‘strategies’ and ‘tactics’. For de Certeau, strategies are practiced by institutions and 
are related to structures of power. De Certeau calls a strategy:
the calculus of force-relationships which becomes possible when a subject of will 
and power (a proprietor, and enterprise, a city, a scientific institution) can be 
isolated from an ‘environment’. A strategy assumes a place that can be 
circumscribed as proper (propre) and thus serve as the basis for generating 
relations with an exterior from it (competitors, adversaries, ‘clienteles’, ‘targets’, 
o r ‘objects’ of research) (de Certeau 1984 pxix).
Tactics, on the other hand, are practiced by individuals to create spaces for 
themselves. For de Certeau, practices such as reading, talking, walking, shopping 
and cooking are tactical in character. He states that a tactic “is always on the watch 
for opportunities that must be seized “on the wing”. A tactic draws from “knowing how 
to get away with things”; it is “hunter’s cunning” (ibid pxix). A tactic is about 
employing the space of the other for another purpose. He gives the example of 
colonised Native Americans who manipulated laws to which they were subject to 
their own ends. An example that Morris (2004) gives is of the use of city parks and 
their paths as “‘unofficial’ homosexual beats, sites for cruising, a practice of 
walking..., and use of a particular space that runs against its dominant and ‘proper’ 
heteronormative construction” (p678). Morris explains that for de Certeau, ‘tactical’
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appropriations of such a space are an instance of ‘resistance’ to an official order, a 
victory of the weak over the strong.
De Certeau’s account of tactics has been widely used in cultural studies especially 
(e.g. DeSilvey 2003, Fiske 1987, 1989a, 1989b, Hill 2004, Hubbard and Sanders 
2003, Morris 1998, Morris 2004, Skelton and Valentine 2003, Stratford 2002). For 
example, Chambers (1985) and Fiske (1987, 1989a, 1989b), Firat and Dholakia 
(1998) and Firat and Venkatesh (1995) claim that contemporary consumer culture 
has led to a proliferation of lifestyles and choices. This literature forms part of what 
has been called “the pleasures of consumption thesis (du Gay et al 1997 p104), or 
“the pleasure of popular culture” (Stevenson 2002 p89). In this literature, consumers 
are constructed to be self-conscious cultural experts, whose knowledge of consumer 
culture allows them to create themselves as they wish. According to this literature, 
consumer culture is a central resource for consumers. Such accounts stand in direct 
contrast to a notion that producers are successful at manipulating consumption 
habits.
An exploration of how consumption can be pleasurable is particularly evident in some 
accounts of fan communities, especially in relation to television programmes (Fiske 
1992, Harrington and Bielby 1995, Lancaster 2001, Taylor 1999). I shall discuss on 
page 51 how some accounts concerning fan communities are useful for beginning to 
situate and understand brand communities. However, in this section, I argue that 
some of these accounts are problematic. The attempt to extend production to all fans 
is a core feature of Fiske’s work (Hills 2003). This is especially evident in his 
categories of ‘semiotic’ and ‘enunciative’ productivity (1992 p37-39), which refer to 
how practices of reading and talking about a text both involve productivity. Fiske is 
possibly the most ardent supporter of de Certeau on tactics and the most prominent 
proponent of the ‘pleasures of consumption thesis’. For example, in Television
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Culture (1987), Fiske describes how television audiences operate autonomously and 
within its own cultural economy, and that audiences are free to create their own 
meanings as they desire.
Ang (1999) rightly criticises Fiske for his excessive romanticism and for confirming 
the liberal pluralist position, that “there are no dominant discourses, merely a 
semiotic democracy of pluralist voices” (Ang 1999 p373). Morris (1990) criticises 
Fiske for his connivance in free market ideologies of consumer sovereignty, and 
others censure Fiske for abandoning any critical interrogation of relationships 
between producers and consumers because he disconnects consumption from 
forces and relations of production. Thus, he fails to recognise how institutions are 
able to configure the reception of symbolic forms (du Gay et al 1997, Stevenson 
2002, Williamson 1986).
Accounts that acknowledge the uncertainty and destabilisation of producers’ 
intentions, whilst at the same time recognising that technologies are encoded to 
make particular uses more likely, are more theoretically insightful. The concept of 
‘configuring the user” (Grint and Woolgar 1997, Woolgar 1991) is central to an 
approach that draws from Science and Technology Studies (STS) (Oudshoorn and 
Pinch 2003). The term ‘user as reader’ is used by Woolgar (1991) and Grint and 
Woolgar (1997) to emphasise the interpretive flexibility of technologies. However, 
parameters are set for how users ‘read’ technologies because their design and 
production involve a process of configuring the user.
Criticisms have tended to centre on Woolgar’s emphasis upon configuration being a 
one way process in which power to shape technological development is restricted to 
designers (Oudshoorn and Pinch 2003). Mackay et al (2000) argue that designers 
are themselves configured by users and their own organisations. Indicating the
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importance of rules and regulations in the ways technologies emerge, they posit that 
designers are often constrained by organisational methods and procedures, 
especially in large organisations. In turn, van Kammen (2003), Epstein (2003), 
Parthasarathy (2003), Oudshoorn (1999) and Pommes (2002) have extended the 
work of configuration to other agents that include journalists, public sector agencies, 
policy makers and social movements who act as spokespersons on behalf of 
consumers. Mackay et al (2000) have also argued that the notion of encoding 
requires an analysis of decoding by readers and users of texts and machines.
Although drawing from ANT, Akrich (1992) is concerned that a focus on the ways 
technologies constrain users can be easily misunderstood as a technological 
determinist position in which users are understood to be passive. Instead, she 
focuses upon negotiations between designers and users, arguing that “we cannot be 
satisfied methodologically with the designer’s or user's point of view alone. Instead 
we have to go back and forth continually between the designer and the user, 
between the designer’s projected users and the real users, between the world 
inscribed in the object and world described by its displacement” (p209 cited in 
Oudshoorn and Pinch 2003 p11).
Despite some of the problems I have outlined, the literature reviewed in this section 
indicates that production and mediation do not lead to the meaninglessness 
homogenisation, abstraction, anomie and the destruction of the human subject that 
Baudrillard (1994) and Jameson (1984) posit. Producers and consumers do not exist 
in a dichotomous relationship in which the former dictate the practices of the latter. 
Some of the value of this literature for this thesis is that it contrasts with notions that 
only organised resistance is useful for countering producers’ activities and 
prescriptions, especially with respect to brands. An obvious question that needs to be 
addressed in this thesis with regard to brands, without taking the position that
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consumers are disengaged from producers’ inscriptions (as is the case with Curran 
[1990] and Fiske [1987, 1989a]), is: how might different agents undermine strategies, 
preferred readings and producers’ intentions around brands, without the explicit 
intention of doing so?
2.4.1 Advertising and retail
Lash and Urry (1994) and Giddens (1991) posit that production and mediation in late 
modernity can directly benefit consumers. They claim that the economies of signs 
and space of late or post-modernity and late or post-modern consumption lead to the 
development of wider forms of expression in everyday life. For example, it opens up 
many positive possibilities for interpersonal relationships and the selves of 
consumers -  “for intimate relations, for friendship, for work relations, for leisure and 
consumption” (Lash and Urry 1994 p31). In the rest of this chapter I shall review this 
and similar literature about how production and mediation in late or post-modernity 
can benefit consumers.
A central notion in literature is that late or post-modern production and mediation is 
increasingly aestheticised, especially in advertising and retail. Featherstone (1991) 
and Lash and Urry (1994) argue that the practices of institutions and cultural media, 
that historically have organised the production and consumption of cultural goods (for 
example visual art, design, literature, music, radio, film and TV), have impacted upon, 
come to take significant roles in, and even helped to generate, whole sectors of 
production, including marketing, advertising, design, packaging and display. 
Accordingly, they and others argue that these changes have led to a growth in the 
exercise of aesthetic knowledge and reflexivity in these sectors (Featherstone 1991, 
Lash and Urry 1994, Leiss, Kline and Jhally 1986, Lury 1996). Lash and Urry (1994) 
argue that these media and institutions are aesthetic ‘expert systems’. The
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implication is that advertising and retail have also become aesthetic expert systems 
that exist alongside those social scientific and systems of self therapy noted by 
Giddens (1991), and which individuals use to reflexively organise and regulate their 
everyday lives (Featherstone 1991, Lash and Urry 1994).
Retail spaces have an important place in literature that deals with the aestheticisation 
of everyday life. The growth of aesthetic knowledge and practices draws 
Featherstone to argue that distinctions between high culture and consumer culture 
are collapsing, leading to what he and others (e.g. Lury 1996) have called “the 
aestheticisation of everyday life” (Featherstone 1991, p65). Featherstone’s (1991) 
description of Das Pasagen Werk by Benjamin (1982) is that goods on display in the 
department stores and arcades that emerged in Paris and other large cities in Europe 
from the mid-nineteenth century formed part of the overall aesthetic experiences of 
these spaces that provided the city stroller with a perpetually changing landscape. 
This represented an aestheticisation of the everyday life of the big city. Lash and Urry 
(1994) posit that processes related to product, advertising and display design have 
become central to adding social and cultural value to objects.
According to Edwards (2000), it can be inferred from such literature that on the one 
hand, aesthetic, reflexive consumption is becoming an everyday experience, and on 
the other, experiences of much everyday shopping have become enveloped with sign 
value and are characterised by the exotic, the faraway and extravagance. As 
examples, Edwards (2000) cites that travel insurance, foreign currencies and 
travellers cheques can be bought at many supermarkets, many convenience foods, 
such as microwave ready meals, are branded as experiences of distant cultures, and 
even items such tea, vegetables and bread, are branded or constructed to signify, for 
example, health, status, prestige, locality and foreign cultures. Such connotations 
mean that these objects lose some of their mundanity.
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The importance of aesthetics is indicative of moves away from the mere retail of 
products to the provision of experiences in shopping environments. According to 
Aarker (1996), retailers should consider themselves not only as in the service 
industry, but also the entertainment industry. For example, de Nora and Belcher 
(2000) show how retailers have used music to signal target clientele and brand 
image and to structure the temporal dimensions of retail environments over the day, 
week and year.
The notion that branded corporate identities are expressed through aesthetics has 
been explored in a range of retail of research about retailers and retail spaces 
(Pettinger 2004, Wadhurst et al 2000, Wadhurst and Nickson 2001). During my 
preliminary research for this thesis I found that Nike’s US web site incorporates 
interactive Flash11 content that changes upon each visit12, and Manhattan’s 
NikeTown, Nike’s flagship store, has become a tourist destination for many visitors to 
New York (Goldman and Papson 1998). Opened in 1996, at a cost of $100m it 
merges the appearance of a school gym with a futuristic retail store. It includes sports 
archives and memorabilia and has an atrium that spans its five floors of open space. 
This atrium includes a multimedia show of images, light and sound and a screen that 
measures 11 metres by 12 metres (Scharf Weisberg 2001). Similarly, Sony 
showrooms located across USA and in Paris, Berlin and Tokyo are furnished with 
lifestyle settings such as bedrooms, lounges and offices, and visitors can watch Sony 
films, play with Sony products, shoot films using Sony Camcorders, and listen to 
music (Lury 2004).
11 Web design tool designed by Macromedia (www.macromedia.com. Accessed.5 Jan 2002).
12 www.nike.com (Accessed 5 Jan 2002).
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According to Edwards (2000), brought into the realm of signification, grand claims 
can be made of apparently mundane objects in advertising and in retail sites.
Mundane objects can be placed in highly aestheticised environments, and producers 
and consumers can attribute value to such objects because of claims made about 
them. To extrapolate from Lury’s (2000, 2004) accounts, an hypothesis to be 
investigated in this thesis is that designers employ brands as schematics for the 
external and internal design of retail sites and displays, and construct meanings for 
brands in order to lift objects from the mundane to make them desirable. Through 
brands and branding, objects are constructed to become objects of aspiration and 
desire because of themes that they signify.
Although retail spaces are given great importance in literature and practice, I do not 
suggest that consumers are free to browse, look, and touch objects without 
restriction or constraint. This would ignore or underplay official regulations that 
require consumers to know how to consume or how retailers configure particular 
practices. Featherstone (1991) explains that from the position of retail owners, 
shoppers need to be able to read correctly and experience the different constructed 
signs and objects they encounter in retail spaces. For example de Nora and Belcher 
(2000) report on accounts from marketing that describe how retailers employ music 
in order to attempt to influence customers’ behaviour, for example the length of time 
it takes to eat a meal (Milliman 1986, Robally 1985) or drink a pint of lager (McElrea 
and Standing, 1992), the length of stay in a shop (Milliman 1982, Smith and Curnow 
1966), the choice of one brand or style over another (North and Hargreaves 1997), 
and the amount of money spent (Areni and Kim 1993).
De Nora and Belcher (2000) state that most sociologists have been slow to 
appreciate the significance of such findings from marketing literature. They argue that 
this is due in part to the to the behaviourist discourses in which most studies of 'what
42
music causes' are couched. However, they contend that those sociologists who have 
considered the world of marketing have understood that applications in marketing 
provide access to interrogating the relationship between subject and object. They 
posit that to interrogate this relationship is to enquire into the matter of how consumer 
agency - mood, energy, desire, action - is informed by the aesthetic materials of 
marketeering. Thus, given these findings from marketing, how are brands and 
branding employed in the configuration of customers’ experiences and practices in 
retail environments?
Lack of appreciation of how customers’ experiences are configured and regulated is 
linked to the absence of literature about the work of retail workers. For example, 
Pettinger (2006) notes that although much research of the field of service sector work 
has been undertaken (e.g. Abiala, 1999; Adkins, 1995; Hochschild, 1983; Leidner, 
1993; Tyler and Taylor, 1998), retail workers and their employment and work 
relations have been largely overlooked. This is despite the size of the service sector 
and the fact that nearly 11% of employees in the UK are involved in retail (Pettinger 
2006 p49). (Exceptions to this general absence in literature exist, including Benson’s 
[1988] account of saleswomen in department stores in the US, and du Gay’s [1996] 
study of how managerial discourses on work and consumption identities impact upon- 
the work of retail staff.)
The absence of literature about the work of retail workers is surprising given that 
retail work has many features of interest to sociologists, not least the fact that it is 
highly gendered. For example, Pettinger (2005) posits that customer service work 
(which includes retail work) is gendered as female, largely due to the emotion 
management control it entails. Adkins (1995) shows that customer services can be 
feminised in another way. In her study of employment in tourist industries, she found
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that female service workers were sexualised and that being heterosexually available 
was vital to getting employment.
Research shows that retail work is more generally structured as female (Game and 
Pringle 1984, Hochschild 1983, McGauran 2000, Pettinger 2004, Scott 1994). 
Whereas women constitute 56% of all workers in service industries in the UK, they 
make up 65% of workers in the retail trade, and 72% of workers in clothing, footwear 
and leather goods’ retail. Of this 72%, 73% work part time (Labour Market Trends 
2004 pB14, cited in Pettinger 2005 p464).
In addition to the general absence of literature about retail staff, and perhaps 
because of what de Nora and Belcher argue is the reluctance of sociologists to 
consider the importance of marketing literature (2000), a distinct lack of empirical 
research exists in sociology about the actual practicalities of going shopping. For 
example, how do shoppers enter a store, where do they look, how do they look at 
objects, how do they browse, how do they interpret the actions of other shoppers, 
and how do the ways in which retail environments are organised configure shoppers’ 
activities? Literature tends toward discussions of consumer culture, the meanings 
people give to objects and how they might alter those meanings, but what about 
some of the more mundane activities of shopping?
One account that investigates some of these questions is Brown’s study of a Scottish 
Tourist Information Centre (2004). Brown remarks:
There is the question of how it’s that, when we are involved in customer service, 
we are rarely confused by the actions of others. What people are doing in these 
settings, be it pausing, making a purchase, or queuing, is seldom a mystery to 
us, despite the lack of spoken interaction. Indeed, much of what we do when we
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shop relies upon this - to queue one must recognise a queue when it is 
presented (Brown 2004 paragraph 2.4 no page).
Brown’s investigations of queues show how staff and customers need and are able to 
‘work’ queues. Brown describes in his research how tourists needed to know where 
to queue in order to see a tourist advisor, how to watch for the next free member of 
staff and then approach him or her without making the mistake of doing so if the 
advisor was not free. Considerable effort had been put into organising the tourist 
office so as to funnel customers into the one queue, which then opened up onto the 
different members of staff. This was achieved by way of two taped barriers. 
Customers would normally see the queue that had formed and join the end of the 
queue in the channel formed by the two taped barriers. At other times, tourists would 
directly approach a member of staff if no queue existed. Thus, the arrangement of 
other customers and artefacts in a setting is able to configure customers’ practices, 
and provides resources that customers can read as instructions for proper and 
preferred queuing. When a queue is in progress, the visible line of people is an 
instruction about how to queue.
2.4.2 Self governance in retail
McRobbie (1997) criticises the dominance given to notions of pleasure and 
enjoyment in studies of consumption when she argues, “those who work at producing 
consumption” (p73) are often disregarded. However, in one of the few studies of 
retail staff, Pettinger (2004) shows that sales assistants are central components of 
how store brands are performed for customers, alongside interior and exterior store 
design, layout, marketing and advertising (see also Birtwistle, Clarke, and Freathy 
1999, Nixon 1996). In her study of retail staff working for different clothes stores, 
Pettinger shows that retail workers are able to configure the experiences of 
customers in how they talk about products, how they wear products, how they
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provide customer service, and how they maintain retail spaces through cleaning, and 
organising, unpacking and replenishing stock.
How staff are made responsible is taken up by Lash and Urry (1994). According to 
these authors, a displacement of innovation to professional-managerial and even 
shop-floor workers is taking place. For example, they argue that product and service 
specialisation require some workers to make more decisions about work processes. 
Lash and Urry (1994) and du Gay, in his research of retail workers (1996), argue that 
workers are increasingly expected to exercise greater autonomy and responsibility 
and make whole series of judgements and decisions between alternatives (see 
Hammer 1996, Wood 1989 and Womack et al 1990 for similar arguments).
Lash and Urry (1994) suggest that greater autonomy and responsibility are positive 
outcomes for workers. However, they argue that this is not always the case. While 
franchise operations provide franchise owners with some autonomy from brand 
owners, other aspects of franchises do not always benefit them or their staff. For 
example, with regard to Benetton, Lury (2000) explains that costs of retail franchise 
operations are, most often, borne by franchise operators. No-return agreements 
frequently exist on products bought from brand owners, and agents and shops are 
monitored and regularly visited by companies’ representatives, and their practices 
altered or their franchises removed if necessary. This reinforces Lury’s argument that 
risk is redistributed to franchises when a brand becomes the medium between 
producers and consumers (2000). Whilst economic risks relating to the sale of 
products are borne by franchise holders, benefits of brand management are borne by 
brand owners.
In her account of Koehn’s research on Starbucks (2001), Lury (2004) explains that 
Starbucks has an organisational infrastructure that is oriented toward a very
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standardised retail environment, the retail of a very standardised set of products and 
the provision of a very standardised service. Quality control mechanisms include 
setting criteria for locating new Starbucks outlets and designing stores by an in- 
house team of real-estate managers, architects, designers and construction 
managers according to fixed parameters for store design, typically incorporating 
natural materials such as hardwood cabinetry and slate flooring.
Lury describes how, in the mid 1990s, staff training at Starbucks took three days and 
incorporated training in ‘Brewing the Perfect Cup’. Rules were stringent. Milk for hot 
drinks needed to be steamed to between 150°c and 170°c, and each espresso 
needed to be poured within 23 seconds, or thrown out. In ‘Retail Skills’, staff were 
taught how to clean counter equipment, weigh, measure and grind beans, fill one- 
pound bags, and fix the sticker with the name of the coffee exactly half an inch over 
the Starbucks logo. Thus, in Lury’s study, little room existed for staff to exercise 
flexibility in their work.
Pettinger also describes how parameters are set for staff members’ practices. She 
investigates how clothing retail staff are intended to work according to brand 
strategies around customer service (2004). For example, Distinction -  a store that is 
targeted toward the top end of the mass market -  is characterised by a discourse of 
‘style’ and ‘quality’ in its company documents. The brand orientation of Distinction 
does not only inform store design, layout and the aesthetics of the brand, but also the 
type of service staff are expected to give. This is empirical evidence for Lury’s 
contention that brands are used as co-ordinators for practices of mediation (2004). 
Thus, workers are trained and encouraged to perform individualised customer 
service, that include bringing clothes to customers from rails, and micro-interactions 
such as how to offer advice and being friendly. This training stands in contrast to 
stores that are aimed at the middle market and value fashion stores she studies,
where emphases are upon self-service. In accounts such as this, a contradiction 
exists between evidence of worker autonomy, responsibility and flexibility on the one 
hand, and on the other, desires to maintain consistent meanings for a brand such as 
Starbucks and consistent brand experiences for customers.
Despite brand owners’ intentions, retail staff are often subject to other demands. 
Pettinger (2004) shows how staff at Distinction are not always able to provide a 
consistent personalised service to their customers. Demands upon staff fluctuate, 
meaning that whilst staff are able to meet customers’ requests most of the time, they 
are not at others. For example, during her observations and when she posed as a 
customer, staff often said they were too busy to fetch garments, or even forgot to do 
so.
2.4.3 The post-modern branding paradigm
Holt (2002) focuses upon how producers have embraced consumers’ practices of 
identity construction and freedom of expression, and he argues that producers 
employ brands as means for such practices by consumers. He explains that critiques 
of the cultural power of producers by Adorno and Horkheimer, Klein (2000) and 
Murray and Ozanne (1991, Ozanne and Murray 1995) are no longer relevant in post­
modernity. In direct contrast to accounts that posit the cultural authority of producers, 
he claims that brands have become cultural resources for consumers, enabling them 
to practice individuality and self-expression. Although Holt’s analysis is from 
marketing, it is reminiscent of the ‘pleasures of consumption’ thesis in cultural 
studies.
Holt contends that critiques of the cultural power of producers are frozen at the apex 
of modern branding when corporations believed they could push brands at
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consumers and promote a limited number of identities that were to be entered into 
via commodities and when, he says, consumers often ceded this role. Although 
Holt’s portrayal of ‘modern’ consumers is problematic -  he constructs them to be 
uncritical, uninformed and un-reflexive -  he argues that authors of critical accounts of 
producers do not recognise how consumers began to challenge modern branding, 
marketing and advertising techniques during the 1960s when they became more 
concerned about personal and existential freedom. This was marked by a view of an 
‘authentic’ self that could be constructed through reflexive, informed, sovereign 
choices.
Holt explains that changes in branding have led to what he calls a ‘post-modern 
branding paradigm’ in which consumers put brands at the centre of practices of 
consumption. He claims that changes in branding reinforce and encourage the 
reflexive, creative, unorthodox, individualising, self constructing sovereign practices 
of consumers, and that brand designers, marketers and retailers enable consumers 
to exercise individual freedom and identity construction. He posits that in post­
modern consumer society, producers acknowledge, reinforce, help to encourage and 
even depend upon the creative, expressive and reflexive practices of consumers. He 
claims that this forms part of a post-modern paradigm in which brand and advertising 
designers portray that brands are original, unique cultural resources for consumers 
for their reflexive constructions of their selves, rather than as cultural blueprints for 
living everyday life. He takes the position that consumers designate the market to be 
the central symbolic arena in which they construct themselves. Identity projects of 
consumers, he continues, centre on practices within the market, either by using 
objects that are readily customisable, or by manipulating them so that they become 
customisable and therefore suitable for their own purposes.
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Holt’s claim that consumers build identities around brands is backed up by a range of 
literature from marketing that is especially about ‘brand communities’ (e.g. Ahuvia 
2005, Algesheimer, Dholakia and Herrmann 2005, Fournier 1998, McAlexander and 
Schouten 1998, 2002, Muniz and O’Guinn 2001, Muniz and Schau 2005, Schau and 
Muniz 2002), although accounts from sociology about brand communities are sparse. 
For example McAlexander and Schouten (1998, 2002) investigate Harley-Davidson 
and Jeep brand fests, and Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) and Schau and Muniz (2002) 
investigate communities surrounding the Apple, Saab, Harley-Davidson and Bronco 
brands. However, these accounts are problematic because their authors come to 
these communities with already fixed notions of what and who brands, communities 
and consumers are, and their research is oriented toward how owners of brands are 
able to gain competitive advantage. For example, McAlexander and Schouten claim:
For decades, marketers have sought the Holy Grail of brand loyalty. Just as the 
legendary grail of Arthurian quest held the promise of extended life and renewal, 
marketers attribute to brand loyalty and its sister icon, customer retention, the 
promise of long-term profitability and market share. Unfortunately, marketing's 
knights-errant face a daunting problem: They have not fully understood what the 
grail looks like or where it can be found. [...] To address this problem, we sought 
out places where we could find loyal customers, and we studied the processes 
that led to their loyalty (2002 p38).
Clearly, there is need for sociologists to empirically examine branded communities. 
One of the aims of this thesis is to understand sociologically the importance and 
place that members of a community give to a brand in their interactions, how they 
may co-construct that brand, and how they might undermine official meanings 
constructed for it. Central to this is how a community may constitute a ‘community of 
practice’ (Lave and Wenger (1991). Lave and Wenger describe a community of 
practice as a joint enterprise that functions through mutual engagement, and which
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has a shared repertoire of communal resources, such as routines, sensibilities and 
vocabulary.
Despite problems related to Fiske’s studies of fan communities that I discussed on 
page 37, some studies of fan communities are useful for understanding brand 
communities. Rather than focusing upon how brands may achieve competitive 
advantage, some authors critically engage with patterns of interactions between fan 
members, how members’ interactions are informed by their identities and other 
activities, and how members structure communities according to norms and 
behaviour that may be culturally dominant (e.g. Ang 1985, Blumenthal 1997, Baym 
2000, Brown 1994, Cantor and Pingree 1983, Hobson 1989,1990, Radway 1984, 
Rubin 1985).
Baym, in her online study of a community of TV soap fans (2000), argues that the 
community arises and is maintained through the ongoing practices of its members. 
She focuses on interactions between members, and she examines how participants 
create a particular type of social atmosphere in the ways they conduct social 
relationships. She closely examines what she calls the “ethic of friendliness” (p121), 
that pervades the forum, and she shows how adherence to this ethic exemplifies the 
process of creating and maintaining social norms for behaviour in online groups. She 
investigates the emergence of individualised identities online, and demonstrates how 
identities develop out of specific types of practices, and how these practices are 
shaped by the contexts of the group and its focus.
Although little literature from sociology exists about branded communities, drawing 
upon marketing literature is useful because it demonstrates how brands and 
consumers are constructed through discourse. The most pressing problem with 
Holt’s analysis is that it is underlaid with the liberal humanist notion of a sovereign
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rational subject who desires to independently determine his or her own identity and 
subjectivity according to his or her own ‘natural’ purposes, unhindered by the social 
world. His account is emblematic of Berlin when he says:
I wish my life and decisions to depend on myself, not on external forces of 
whatever kind. I wish to be the instrument of my own, not other men’s, acts of 
will. I wish to be a subject, not an object; to be moved by reasons, by conscious 
purposes, which are my own, not by causes which affect me, as it were, from 
outside. I wish to be... self-directed and not acted upon by external nature... 
conceiving goals and policies of my own and realising them (Berlin 1969 p131, 
cited in Lukes 1973 p55).
Holt’s account presumes and constructs a dichotomy between the social world and 
the human subject, and so ignores how different discourses, that include advertising 
(Weedon 1997), compete for the constitution of human subjectivity and identity. Holt 
(2002) perpetuates a liberal-humanist notion of a pre-constituted, prior and innate 
subjectivity over which the person has rational control and is able to express. Further, 
this self is constructed to be naturally oriented toward prioritising desires for 
individual freedom and sovereignty.
According to Giddens (1991), subjectivity refers to a person’s sense of his or her self 
and his or her ways of understanding and interpreting the world. Whilst liberal- 
humanist discourses presuppose a fixed, unique and essential subjectivity, post- 
structuralism proposes a subjectivity that is fluid, processural and therefore unfixed 
(Bartky 1988, Bordo 1989, Weedon 1997). According to Weedon, subjectivity is 
historically constituted and, importantly, open to differentiation and change. A 
person’s subjectivity is a site of conflict between a wide range of discursive ‘fields’ 
that consist of competing ways of attaching meaning to the world and which organise 
social life. However, Weedon argues that the plurality of discourses means that a 
person’s subjectivity is neither fixed nor determined, although some are more
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powerful than others. A person is able to draw upon, distort and resist different 
discourses as he or she is exposed to them, although resistance is often difficult due 
to the dominance of particular subject positions, for example those relating to liberal 
humanism. The meanings a person gives to an object, for example, depend upon the 
ways in which he or she interprets the world and upon the discourses available to 
him or her at any particular moment. “Although the subject is ... socially constructed 
in discursive practices, she none the less exists as a thinking, feeling and social 
subject and agent, capable of resistance and innovations produced out of the clash 
between contradictory subject positions and practices” (Weedon 1997 p121).
Holt’s thesis is evidence for how some theses in sociology and cultural studies have 
been taken up by writers about marketing. However, other problems with accounts 
from marketing also reflect some of the problems of accounts that form part of the 
‘pleasures of consumption thesis’. In particular, Holt’s analysis fails to engage with 
the different capacities that consumers have to access different goods and services, 
and the constraints upon them to construct alternative meanings to those configured. 
It is unable to account for how activities of consumption can be subject to particular 
configurations, regulation, contestation and negotiation with other consumers and 
organisations. For example, du Gay et al (1997) explain how London Transport drew 
up regulations for appropriate noise levels of personal stereos on public transport, 
and advertised warnings of the penalties incurred if users played their personal 
stereos too loudly. Similarly, how objects, discourses about them and retail sites are 
organised are able to configure particular activities.
2.4.4 Subjectivity and dominant discourses
The centring of the brand upon liberal-humanist discourses of a fixed rational self 
over which the human subject has control, and notions that the self can be developed
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unhindered by external constraints and unconstituted by discourses in society, can 
be illustrated with an example. According to Goldman and Papson (1998), nearly all 
Nike commercials are characterised by the portrayal that the Nike brand is a medium 
for aspiration, personal transcendence of constraints and achievement. They argue 
that these advertisements generate a kind of motivational ethos, exemplified through 
the Nike slogan of ’Just do it’. They contend that Nike commercials communicate that 
no matter who individual consumers are or what their physical, economic and social 
limitations are, they can “just do it”. For example, a Nike basketball commercial 
transmitted during 199613 shows a single man living in a bed-sit, a mother and child 
living in a fairly run down flat whilst watching an old television, an old person and a 
child from an ethnic minority. The message is that whatever one’s limitations, one 
can transcend them to be who one wants to be through the Nike brand. Thus, in a 
similar way to how Holt (2002) understands brands, Goldman and Papson (1998) 
argue that Nike is not promoted as a cultural authority about how lives should be led, 
but as a cultural resource for consumers.
By suggesting that the social, economic and cultural constraints that different human 
beings experience in their everyday lives can be so easily changed, such 
advertisements conceal the resilience and persistence of constraints that impede the 
self-development that producers and writers claim that brands enable, and which 
help constitute a person’s subjectivity and identity (Bordo 1993b). In so doing, such 
advertisements do very little to challenge them. For example, for many people, 
selecting different colours for a Nike shoe online that costs 120 GBP14 is not an 
economic option (nor is it for those who do not have access to the internet or who are 
computer illiterate).
13 This can be found at ww w.surrey.ac.uk/~scp4ss/nike_basketball.wmv (Accessed 4 Jan 2002).
14 www.nike.co.uk (Accessed 5 Jan 2002).
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Problems with this literature from marketing can also be illustrated by looking at 
accounts about the domestication of technologies. For example, Silverstone and 
Hirsch (1992) and Silverstone, Hirsch and Morley (1992) investigate the complex 
cultural dynamics of households in which users appropriate technologies. Such 
approaches stand in contrast to semiotic accounts of production and consumption 
that tend to define users as isolated individuals whose uses of technologies are 
restricted to technical interactions with artefacts (Oudshoorn and Pinch 2003). 
Silverstone, Hirsch and Morley (1992) have investigated how objects are 
domesticated according to the “moral economy of the household’. More recently,
Kline (2003) has used an investigation of how farm people domesticated the 
telephone and electrification into their daily rural lives in the early twentieth century in 
order to argue that resistance, instead of being seen as either irrational or heroic, can 
be considered to be a common feature of processes that underlay socio-technical 
change. Interestingly, Kline (2003) describes how producers responded to these 
actions by developing new techniques and hardware in order to adapt telephones to 
fit in with social patterns of rural life.
Lie and Sorensen (1996), in an essay that seeks to complicate common notions of 
domestication, argue that the appropriation of artefacts has been too easily 
associated with the home. They claim that similar processes occur at work, during 
leisure activities and in sub-cultures. However, Aune (1996) points out that 
domestication does not imply a stable closure of the distribution of meaning and 
practices related to an artefact. Uses are negotiated, agreements may be broken and 
people's requirements may change. An interesting question to arise from this is how 
might practices of ‘domestication’ of brands occur, not in the home, but in other 
environments in which people interact? How are digital cameras belonging to a 
particular brand appropriated in an online group, for example? What negotiations
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take place in how they are understood and even used, what disagreements take 
place and how are “truces” (Lie and Sorensen 1996 p11) made?
2.5 Conclusion
The central aim of this thesis is to develop a greater sociological understanding of 
brands and branding using digital cameras as a case study. Instead of taking an ANT 
approach, this thesis takes a constructivist approach that sees brands and digital 
cameras as interpretive. As Grint and Woolgar (1997) argue with regard to 
technologies, one of the questions that this thesis attempts to answer is how do 
brands and digital cameras gain specific attributes and effects, rather than what do 
they do and what are their effects? The ways in which they are represented are not 
so much reflections of reality, but constructions of it.
In this literature review, advertising and retail sites are central to how brands and 
objects are constructed. The literature shows that no simple distinction between 
production and consumption can be made. Producers do not determine the practices 
of consumers, but also, consumers do not exist in isolation from producers’ 
configurations. Thus, I shall explore how advertising and retail designers configure 
particular interpretations of brands and digital cameras by consumers, and the roles 
that advertisers of digital cameras and designers of retail sites give to brands. I shall 
examine advertisements for digital cameras as a case study, and investigate branded 
, retail sites. In view of the literature discussed and the sparse literature about the work 
of retail staff and the practicalities of shopping, what importance do retail staff give to 
brands, how do retail staff work, how are particular experiences configured for 
customers, and how are customers regulated? Finally, what are the practices and 
experiences of users of a single brand of digital cameras? In view of the need for 
research about branded communities, I consider the roles and importance members
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of a branded community might give to that brand in the ways they interact, and how 
they might undermine official meanings constructed for the brand and its cameras, 
and construct their own meanings for them.
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Chapter 3 The Research
3.1 Introduction
In this thesis I take a constructivist approach to understanding brands and their 
construction by investigating the roles given to them in the construction of digital 
cameras and by interrogating the processes through which they are represented, 
discussed and experienced. In this chapter I explain the sites I chose to research, 
why I chose them, and the methods I selected for researching them in order to 
answer the research questions. I also discuss problems relating to how I proceeded 
with my research, and how this research might have been improved.
According to my approach I do not assume that a determining moment exists in the 
construction of brands and digital cameras. In order to understand brands using 
digital cameras as a case study, I undertook research in multiple sites, which 
demanded employment of multiple methods. I do not claim that those sites I 
researched are able to provide an exhaustive account of brands. Rather, I chose 
sites which seemed most pertinent from my review of existing literature and which 
would provide sociologically insightful accounts.
This chapter describes the research I undertook in the three sites I selected. In 3.2 I 
discuss the implications of the constructivist approach of this thesis for the “goodness 
or quality” of my analyses (Guba and Lincoln 2004 p32). Section 3.3 is concerned 
with the methods I employed for collecting advertisements for digital cameras from 
October 2002 to May 2003, and how I analysed them in order to understand brands
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and the roles of brands in constructing digital cameras. Section 3.4 is concerned with 
my research in eleven Sony Centres in London from October 2003 to September 
2004. Section 3.5 reports on the methods I employed for the research I conducted 
during my membership of the DigiCam group and for additional research I undertook 
with other users. The DigiCam group is an online discussion group whose members, 
according to its title, are users of DigiCam cameras - a well-known and widely used 
brand of digital cameras. I provide a brief explanation of the formation of the group 
and the means available to members for interacting with each other. Investigating a 
group of users over an extended period of time and in their natural setting would 
show the importance members might give to the brand in their interactions, and how 
they might co-construct digital cameras. In each section, I discuss problems I 
experienced and possible alternatives to the research methods and sites of research 
I selected
3.2 Repercussions of constructivism for analyses
Constructivism holds that knowledge is not a reflection of the world but a construction 
or representation of it (Grint and Woolgar 1997). Clearly, this has implications for my 
analyses (Gergen and Gergen 1991, Guba and Lincoln 2004, Schwandt 1998). Guba 
and Lincoln (2004) explain that the outcomes or findings of an inquiry are themselves 
a construction of the inquiry process. Thus, the epistemological basis of 
constructivism means that knowledge formed from research is open to charges of 
relativism: that all accounts can be defined as equally Valid’ or only the consequence 
of one interpretation among many possible interpretations, and therefore easily 
dismissed (Schwandt 1998). At the outset of my investigations I do not claim that my 
analyses of advertisements, photographs, interactions, interviews and observations 
reveal intrinsic meanings of them or that my findings are in any sense ‘true’. How 
then can my findings be evaluated?
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Among the three resolutions to these charges discussed by Schwandt (1998) is that 
provided by Guba and Lincoln (1989). According to Guba and Lincoln, the 
constructions that are made from an inquiry can be evaluated for how well they ‘fit’ 
with the data, the extent to which they provide a credible level of understanding, and 
the degree to which they are relevant to the researcher’s discipline. In turn any 
malconstructions can be rightfully defined as such if they are “incomplete, simplistic, 
uninformed, internally inconsistent, or derived from an inadequate methodology” (ibid 
P143).
Thus in this thesis I aim to provide a credible account through a structured and 
methodical analysis of the materials I collected. In the empirical chapters of this 
thesis I provide examples of the advertisements I analysed, photographs that I took 
during my research in Sony Centres, and excerpts from email correspondence 
between members of the DigiCam group. In part, I do this in order to help the reader 
to evaluate how well my arguments are grounded in the data, and how persuasive 
are my interpretations and conclusions.
3.3 Brands in advertisements for digital cameras
3.3.1 Data collection
I wanted to understand the roles of brands and how brands are constructed in 
advertisements for digital cameras. Of the options available, two appeared most 
pertinent: to investigate a range of brands from a range of publications, or a single 
brand from such a range. As this research formed the first element of my research, I 
wanted to establish an overview of digital camera brands. Findings across a range of
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brands would focus attention upon possible patterns across brands and possible 
exceptions. I therefore selected the first option.
From October 2002 to May 2003 I collected advertisements for digital cameras from 
a cross section of national newspapers and lifestyle and consumer magazines that 
are published in the UK. I selected a cross section of publications in order to reduce 
any bias that might exist in the types of advertisements for digital cameras published 
in them. For the first four weeks I randomly selected one day per week on which I 
collected any advertisements from that day’s issues of the four newspapers: The 
Daily Mail15 and The Daily Mirror16 (both tabloid newspapers), and The Guardian17 
and The Daily Telegraph18 (both broadsheet newspapers). I selected these 
newspapers because each has fairly different readerships and differ in editorial style 
and political affiliation. Whilst the Daily Mail and The Daily Telegraph newspapers are 
socially conservative and both have also consistently supported the Conservative 
Party, The Guardian is socially liberal and has consistently supported or been 
sympathetic to either The Labour Party or The Liberal Democrats, and the Daily 
Mirror has consistently supported The Labour Party. Whilst a large minority of the 
readership of the Daily Mail and the majority of the readership of the Daily Mirror is 
C2DE (38% and 62% respectively), the readerships of The Daily Telegraph and The 
Guardian are nearly all ABC1 (85% and 86% respectively). However, in terms of 
gender, the readership of each newspaper is fairly equally split (53%, 52%, 55% and 
50% of readerships respectively are male). Whilst the majority of the readers of The 
Daily Mail and The Daily Telegraph are aged 45 and over (66% and 72%
15 Owned by Associated Newspapers.
16 Owned by Trinity Mirror.
17 Owned by The Guardian Media Group.
18 Owned by Hollinger International Inc.
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respectively), the readers of the Daily Mirror and The Guardian newspapers are fairly 
equally divided between 15-44 and 45 and over19.
t
In the four week period, I found very few advertisements for digital cameras in these 
newspapers. On the other hand, I discovered that the Saturday magazine 
supplements of each of these newspapers featured many more advertisements, and 
thus I decided to collect advertisements from these magazines every fourth Saturday 
during the eight months of data collection. In all I collected 194 advertisements from 
these publications.
During the first two months of the data collection I collected any advertisements from 
the men’s lifestyle magazines FHM20 and GQ21, the women’s lifestyle magazines: 
Vogue22 and Marie Claire23, and the technology consumer magazine Stuff24. I 
selected these publications because they are five of the most popular magazines 
sold in Great Britain. However, these magazines elicited only three advertisements 
for digital cameras and so I decided not to collect any more of these publications.
Also during the eight month period I collected four copies of each of the magazines 
devoted to digital photography that appear in the following table. I selected these
19 All figures taken from the National Readership Survey
(www.nrs.co.uk/open_access/open_topline/newspapers/index.cfm. Accessed 1 Sep 2004). Readership 
per issue, 12 months to June 2004.
20 Published by ÈMAP London Lifestyle Ltd. Net circulation in June 2004: 573,713 (PPA Marketing, 
www.ppamarketing.net/cgi-bin/wms.pl/26. Accessed 13 Dec 04).
21 Published by Conde Nast Publications Ltd. Net circulation June 2004: 124,685 (ibid).
22 Published by Conde Nast Publications Ltd. Net circulation June 2004: 205,320 (ibid).
23 Published by European Magazines Limited. Net circulation June 2004: 380,760 (ibid).
24 Published by Haymarket Magazines. Net circulation June 2004: 70,230 (ibid).
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magazines as they are among the most popular digital photography magazines. In 
all, these magazines elicited 163 advertisements.
Title Publisher ISSN2" Mean circulation26
What Digital Camera IPC Media 1366-532 28,246
Digital Photography Made Easy Paragon Publishing 1471-1184 20,102
Total Digital Photography Archant 1477-670 22.00027
Digital Photo Emap Active 1460-6801 39,740
Digital Photography Buyer and User Highbury Entertainment 1478-584 Not available
Better Digital Photography IPC Media 1478-604 Not available
Digital Camera Buyer Highbury Entertainment 1475-053 13,207
Digital Photography for Beginners Paragon Publishing ISBN 1-84179-068-0 Not available
Digital Camera Magazine Future Publishing 1477-172 33,221
Source: www.abc.org.uk (Accessed 9 Dec 2004)
Table 3-1 Digital photography magazines from which advertisements were sourced
Despite differences in readership, I found nearly all advertisements repeated across 
the range of publications. Thus, the number of different advertisements for a given 
brand was low relative to the number of advertisements I collected.
Finally, I collected images from the Sony and Panasonic own brand product 
catalogues ‘Sony Style’ and ‘Panasonic Audio and Video Magazine’ (these 
catalogues are released by the two companies half yearly and annually respectively, 
and feature images of the use of each brand’s products). The Sony Style catalogue is 
available free in Sony Centres, and the Panasonic magazine is available free in
25 I was unable to locate the eighth check digits for International Standard Serial numbers in this column 
for those that have only seven numbers (see British Library online at 
www.bl.uk/services/bibliographic/issn.html. Accessed 14 Dec 2004).
26 January to December 2003. ,
27 Email correspondence 14/12/04 with Archant Corporate Communications Manager.
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‘Shop @ Panasonic’ stores28. Both sets of retailers use these magazines to help 
advertise and provide information about each brand’s products.
The table below lists the number of advertisements that I analysed, by brand of 
digital camera. The most common advertisements were for Canon, Fuji, Olympus 
and Sony digital cameras. These advertisements were predominantly in newspaper 
magazine supplements.
Brand name No. of No. of other
advertisements images
BenQ 1
Canon 7 2
Casio 3
Fuji 5 4
Kodak 4
Konica Minolta 4
Kyocera 1
Nikon 3
Olympus 6
Panasonic 1 1
Pentax 3
Samsung 3
Sony 6 19
Total 51 26
Table 3-2 Number of images from promotional material analysed according to brand
name
3.3.2 Analysing advertisements
At least two options were available for analysing the advertisements. I could have 
interviewed a range of consumers in order to see how they understood them. 
However, discovering how consumers interpret advertisements for digital cameras 
was not the goal of my research. Becker (1998) argues that when a sociologist 
approaches a photograph for analysis, s/he searches for contextual information
28 A chain of 52 stores in Great Britain that only retail Panasonic products 
(www.panasonic.co.uk/customer-Support/shop-at-panasonic-dealers.asp. Accessed 23 Sep 2006).
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related to, for example, cultural practices and social structures. Because I wanted to 
understand the roles given to brands in advertisements and how brands may be 
constructed in them, I chose to systematically interpret the advertisements myself. 
Interpretations I made were not those of a consumer, but of a sociologist undertaking 
interpretive social research.
Woolgar (2000) argues that objects need to be spoken for. Meanings do not come 
from objects, but are constructed. For example, Du Gay et al (1997) argue that the 
Sony Walkman does not possess intrinsic meanings. They state that advertisers 
speak on behalf of the Sony Walkman. “Advertising makes commodities speak”
(1997 p25). Grint and Woolgar argue, “we are faced with representations of a 
technology, not reflections of a technology. A reflection implies the truth, a 
representation implies a truth” (1997 p33, Woolgar 1983). The constructivist 
approach I followed does not assume that brands or digital cameras have intrinsic 
meanings. Rather, they are constructed through discourses. Discourses do not 
reflect brands and digital cameras, but construct them. As Grint and Woolgar treat 
technologies in general, to treat brands and digital cameras as texts is to deconstruct 
definitive versions of what they are. They remain interpretively flexible.
Interviews
By taking a constructivist approach to understanding advertisements, I hold that they 
do not have intrinsic meanings. My analyses are interpretations that I back up with 
reasoned arguments. Understood as texts, advertisements are written and have 
preferred readings, but these cannot be guaranteed. Nevertheless, I back up some of 
my interpretations with interviews. During my analyses of the advertisements, I 
interviewed an advertising planner and advertising designer at the offices of ‘Cactus
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Azul29’, a multi-national advertising consultancy whose clients have included the 
Sony, the BBC, Tate and More Th>n. The background to these interviews was the 
emergence in my analyses of how users’ homes are depicted in advertisements. In 
order to explore this theme further, I telephoned Sony Europe’s headquarters and 
was told the name of the advertising agency that Sony had used for some of its 
advertising. I then telephoned this agency, briefly explained what I was researching, 
and organised the interviews.
The two interviews were unstructured and took the format of a ‘guided conversation’ 
(Fielding and Thomas 2001, Lofland and Lofland 1971). Each took approximately two 
hours and each was conducted during the summer of 2003. As unstructured 
interviews, they permitted flexibility in order to allow conversational probing and 
exploration (Lofland and Lofland 1971). During the interviews, the interviewees talked 
me through some of the processes they had used for designing advertisements for 
Sony digital cameras. I was able to ask them about some of the emerging themes 
that arose during my analyses of advertisements for digital cameras, and I used 
some of this data in my analyses of the advertising materials.
In his extensive analysis of advertisements, Goffman notes that depictions made in 
advertisements are only “make-believe scenes” (Goffman 1976 p25). Why then 
should advertisements for digital cameras be taken seriously? In asking the same 
question of his readers, Goffman argues that the task of the advertiser is to 
favourably predispose the viewer to a product. The advertiser does this by 
positioning a product in what the advertiser perceives to be a context that will appeal 
to the viewer. “The implication is that if you buy the one, you are on the way to 
realising the other -  and you should want to” (Goffman 1976 p26). This ties in with an
29 A fictitious name.
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argument made du Gay et al (1997), that from the position of the advertiser, a viewer 
should be able to identify with those people and situations that appear in an 
advertisement for a product. If not, then they will be less likely to buy that product. 
However, du Gay et al also claim that the kinds of people and contexts that appear in 
advertisements are designed to represent not only the kinds of ideal target 
consumers that advertisers and their clients think are or might be typical product 
users, but also what these users might want to be. They contend that people in 
advertisements are not realistic representations of viewers, but imaginary ones (ibid). 
Thus, I read advertisements for digital cameras partly as images of what are intended 
to be believable and aspirational scenarios. I understood that they should be viewed 
as real life as it can be.
Du Gay et al also suggest that advertisers attempt to construct a direct link between 
how something is represented and how consumers finally use it. “We can never be 
certain that we have not been influenced, even in a vague way, by the way the 
product and its typical consumer has been imagined” (du Gay et al 1997 p25). 
However, more generally, their model of The Circuit of Culture stresses the 
transformations that may occur between different social processes (Churchill and 
Wakeford 2002, Dyer-Witherford 1999, du Gay et al 1997, Taylor et al 2002). 
Accordingly, in order to understand the possible transformations that may occur 
between how digital cameras are represented (the subject of Chapter 4) and how 
they are finally used (the subject of Chapter 7), I also wanted to understand how 
uses and users of digital cameras are represented in the advertisements I collected.
Firstly, like Harper (1992 cited in Prosser and Schwartz 1998) in his ethnographic 
study of Willie’, an auto-mechanic, I took an inductive approach to my analyses. 
Although I had a research question, I wanted theory to emerge from the photographs 
I was to analyse. From preliminary observations of my advertisements, I noted that
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many featured people using digital cameras, but I did not then come to them with any 
hypothesis of how they were used or who was using them. However, unlike my 
research, Harper's research was a long-term ethnography. Although I repeated visits 
to each Sony Centre, my research of each Sony Centre did not extend over a long 
period of time. Thus, unlike Harper’s photographs, my photographs did not record 
any possible changes that might have occurred over time, which might be important 
for further understanding Sony Centres, and their workers and customers.
Secondly, like Ball (1998) in his analysis of photographs he took during preliminary 
anthropological fieldwork, I took a pragmatic approach to analysing the 
advertisements in contrast to, for example, a semiological approach that implies that 
true meanings can be gained from any analysis. My analysis was based upon the 
assumption that other sociologists’ interpretations would be similar to mine, or at 
least that other sociologists would understand how I drew my interpretations because 
of the careful reasoning I employed. This approach is similar to that of Goffman in 
Gender Advertisements (1976). Ball and Smith explain that in this work, “The 
reader’s own ordinary viewing competence is drawn upon to give specific sense to 
Goffman’s analytic interpretations” (1992 p15). Thus, contrary to the semiological 
approaches employed by Lévi-Strauss (1983) and Williamson in her study of 
advertisements (1978), both of whom are heavily dependent upon pre-conceived 
theoretical ideas (Ball and Smith 1992, Rose 2001), I took a much more descriptive 
approach to the advertisements and let theory emerge from those descriptions. For 
example, Rose criticises Williamson for not explaining how she decided that there 
were only three referent systems of Nature, Magic and Time that underpin 
advertisements and which informed her reading of those advertisements she 
analysed. The dependence of Williamson on her pre-conceived theories leads Leiss, 
Kline and Jhally (1986) to ask whether someone else using the same adverts as she 
would come to the same conclusions about them.
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In my analysis, I therefore did not attempt “to delve beneath surface appearances to 
reveal the true meaning of images” - a criticism that Rose makes of semiological 
analyses of images (2001 p98). I approached the analysis of these advertisements in 
a similar way to how Goffman did with those he collected, that is, through the “vast 
competency of the eye” (Goffman 1976 p25). My descriptions are not truth -  they are 
not what is definitely going on or the only phenomena present -  but through my 
descriptions I justify the conclusions I draw.
Of each of the 77 advertisements I asked the basic questions: “How is the brand 
presented, how is the digital camera presented, what relationship -  if any -  is 
constructed between the digital camera and the brand, and who is using the digital 
camera and how? Ball (1998) states that to engage in analytical descriptions of 
photographs is to construct representations of representations. However, he also 
argues that photographs are easily accountable because they can be repeatedly 
reviewed and also shared with the reader of the text. Goffman did this in Gender 
Advertisements by reproducing for the reader each advertisement he analysed 
(1979). By reproducing in this thesis many of the advertisements J analysed, readers 
have available to them some of the data and its analyses, and the authority of the 
analyses and author can be accounted for and challenged (Ball 1998).
3.4 Brands in retail spaces
I wanted to understand brands and the roles given to them in the retail of digital 
cameras. I drew up a list of the types of retailers that sell digital cameras. These 
included:
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• Large chains that sell various brands of digital cameras alongside other audio 
visual (AV) technologies. These included Dixons, PC World30, Comet31 and John 
Lewis32.
• Small chains and independent stores that sold brands of digital cameras alongside 
other AV technologies. These include Micro Anvika33 and other stores located on 
Tottenham Court Road, London -  a road that has been long established as a 
centre of AV and IT technology retail.
• Chains that mainly sell mainly digital cameras. These include Jessops34 and the 
London Camera Exchange35.
• Independent camera retailers.
• Chains that sell only one brand of cameras. I was only able to identify two of these: 
Shop @ Panasonic, and Sony Centres.
Selecting a single brand or chain as a case study would establish boundaries for the 
research and provide further empirical depth. Further, focusing upon the one brand 
that either Shop @ Panasonic stores or Sony Centres sell would provide in-depth 
analysis of the possible roles given to a brand in how a retail environment is
30 A chain of ‘out of town’ retail sites owned by DSG Retail (www.pcworld.co.uk. Accessed 23 Sep 
2006).
31 Comet is a chain of 250 large out of town stores. It is owned by Kesa Electricals PLC 
(www.comet.co.uk. Accessed 23 Sep 2006).
32 John Lewis is a chain of 26 department stores across the UK that sells digital cameras and related 
technologies alongside other consumer technologies, clothes and kitchenware for example. Owned by 
the John Lewis Partnership (www.johnlewis.co.uk. Accessed 23 Sep 2006).
33 A chain of seven retail stores situated around central London that sells different brands of brown 
goods (www.microanvika.com. Accessed 23 Sep 2006).
34 Jessops is a retailer of cameras and other items related to photography that has a chain of 250 stores 
across the UK (www.jessops.co.uk. Accessed 23 Sep 2006).
35 A chain of 27 stores in the UK (www.lcegroup.co.uk. Accessed 23 Sep 2006).
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designed and how shoppers’ experiences are configured. It would also help to 
provide an account of the possible complex negotiations involving the camera brand, 
the retail brand, brand owners and retail staff who sell singly branded goods.
Two retail chains were available: Shop @ Panasonic stores and Sony Centres. The 
latter was the obvious choice because of the prominence of advertisements for Sony 
digital cameras (there was only one advertisement for Panasonic digital cameras 
among those I collected). Further, there was a greater range of material to 
investigate in Sony Centres. Following preliminary research at both chains, I 
established that Sony digital cameras are given greater prominence in how they are 
displayed in Sony Centres. They take up more space in Sony Centres and they are 
more likely to appear on in-site literature and signages and in window displays.
During the planning phase of the research I decided that observations, and 
interviews with staff and managers would achieve most of my research goals in Sony 
Centres. However, I also wanted to investigate customers’ experiences of shopping 
in retail sites. To do this, I decided to interview customers and draw upon my own 
experiences of shopping by employing the role of a customer and reflecting upon 
when I have been a customer in Sony Centres prior to the research. However, 
emerging themes arising through observations and interviews with staff and 
managers required continued investigation. Thus, I decided to give priority to this and 
leave interviewing customers for further research. Despite this, there is much value in 
researchers drawing upon their own experiences in research, and it is a 
characteristic of some feminist research and draws from feminist epistemology 
(Ettore 2006, Hailey 2005, Harding 1991, Magnet 2006, Shields and Dervin 1993). It 
makes the researcher part of the research focus and it can help to undermine the 
status and often privileged position of the researcher over the researched.
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An obvious research method was to become an employee at a Sony Centre. 
However, I was unable to. Together, the issue of my age (I was 34) and the fact that I 
had no previous retail experience drew questions from managers when I enquired 
about vacancies. These centred upon my suitability, why I was looking for a new job, 
what was my current work and what was my work history. Although some of my 
research at Sony Centres involved a degree of deception (as I shall discuss), lying 
about my past employment and age was serious and unacceptable, especially 
because I would have had to undertake a formal interview and provide references.
3.4.1 Sony Centres
Founded in 1946, Sony is a designer and a manufacturer of audio, video and 
information and communications products. It manufactures and markets across the 
world36. Sony operates a selective distribution system throughout the UK, in which 
only those retailers authorised by Sony UK are permitted to sell new Sony products 
in high street shops. Two types of dealerships exist. The first type of dealership is 
one in which dealers enter into an “Authorised Dealer Agreement”. Sony UK permits 
these dealers to sell other branded products, but must agree to perform particular 
responsibilities, such as having staff who are able to provide a basic pre-sales 
service, and maintaining adequate display facilities for Sony products (Monopolies 
and Mergers Commission 1997; interview with Sony Dealer, Tottenham Court Road, 
Nov. 2003).
Some dealerships enter into a Sony Centre Agreement, which binds each dealer to 
retailing only Sony branded products. These dealerships are called ‘Sony Centres’. 
As at September 2004, there were 135 Sony Centres in Great Britain. Of these, 109
36 www.sony.net (Accessed 2 Apr 2004).
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were in England, and 11 were in London (www.yell.com). The Sony Centre 
Agreement refers to responsibilities and procedures that each party should follow. 
These are set out in a seventy page document given to managers that they and staff 
members refer to as either The Handbook’ or The Manual’. Despite requests at 
different Sony Centres to view it, I was not permitted to do so.
3.4.2 Methods
From October 2003 to September 2004,1 undertook observations and interviews at 
all the Sony Centres in London. Below is a list of the Sony Centres I visited, the dates 
I visited them, the number of staff I noted on each visit, and the type of research 
undertaken.
Sony
Centre
Visits Type of research Number of 
staff
A 1. 12-12:30pm Fri Oct 2003 Obs and conversing w/staff 2
B 1. 4-4:45pm Thu Jan 2004 Observations 8
2. 11-11:30 Fri Feb 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff 7
3. 10-10:45am Sat Mar 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff 8
4. 2-3pm Fri Sep 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff
5. 10-11am Fri Sep 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff
C 1. 10-11:30 Tue Feb 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff 3
2. 3-3:30 Sat Apr 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff
D 1. 1-1:45 Fri Sep 2004 Observations 2
2. 4-5 Thu August 2004 Observations
E 1. 1-1:30 Sat Nov 2003 Observations 4
2. 2-2:45pm Wed Jan 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff 4
3. 3-3:30pm Sat Aug 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff 4
F 1. 2-2:45 Mon Nov 2003 Observations 3
2. 12-12.45pm Wed Jan 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff 4
3. 4-4:45pm Sat Jun 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff 3 «
4. 10-10:30am Fri Jul 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff
G 1. 1:30-2 Wed Oct 2003 Observations 4
2. 11-11:45 Thu Aug 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff
H 1. 11-11:30 Sat Nov 2003 Observations 4
2. 10-10:45 Tue Jan 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff 3
3. 12:30-1:30 Sat Mar 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff 4
4. 3-3:30pm Mon Jul 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff
I 1. 11-11:45 Thu Mar 2004 Observations 3
2. 1-1:45 Tue Apr 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff 4
3. 11-11:30 Fri Sep 2004 Informal interview
J 1. 1-1:30 Sat Apr 2003 Observations 3
2. 12-12:45 Wed Mar 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff. 3
3. 1-1:45 Thu Apr 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff 3
4. 11-11:30 Fri Sep 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff
K 1. 11-12:30 Mon Feb 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff 3
2. 3-3:30 Tue Apr 2004 Obs and conversing w/staff
Table 3-3 list of each Sony Centre visited, alongside dates of visits, the types of 
research undertaken and the number of staff on the shop floor during each visit
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Observations
I spent approximately thirty hours undertaking observations and talking with staff 
across all the Sony Centres I visited. As findings from data emerged from each of the 
Sony Centres, I found that I had to revisit some of them in order to investigate 
particular phenomena further. This explains why I spent different amounts of time in 
each Sony Centre I visited. Following each period of observation I took notes, which I 
then typed up. I took brief notes during interviews, which I then expanded into fuller 
notes. During some observations, I covertly took digital photographs of interiors and 
exteriors of Sony Centres in order to collect data.
Covert research has been the subject of much debate (Fine 1993, Goode 1996, 
Graves and Shield 1991, Homan 1980, 1991, Herrera 1999, Korn 1997). However, 
none of the photographs I show negatively portray any activities of those present or 
the Sony Centres featured. I attempt to retain anonymity of staff members and 
customers by ensuring that any persons appearing in a photograph are 
unrecognisable. I did this through the use of a graphic software package. If I had 
asked for informed consent, then I risked disturbing the setting and activities that I 
wished to record. Lastly, any minimal risks that this covert method might involve are 
offset or balanced by the benefits that follow from the research project, as I shall 
show (Herrera 1999).
In order to help me think about Sony Centres, for example to understand what might 
be unique to them and how they might be similar to other stores, I also undertook 
observational research at the Oxford Street branch of John Lewis (2 visits lasting 60 
minutes each), at the Oxford Street and Waterloo Station branches of Dixons (2 visits 
each, each lasting 30 minutes), and at Jessops in Ealing (2 visits lasting 30 minutes 
each).
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During my research, I took photographs of objects and scenes I encountered that 
were relevant or interesting. In all, I took approximately 400 photographs. In part this 
fairly large number arose because I held the camera by my side as though I was not 
using it, which meant that I was unable to see what I was capturing. I therefore took a 
number of pictures whilst pointing at the same scene although at slightly different 
angles in order to obtain what I hoped was a picture of what I was looking at. The 
very minimal cost of taking digital photographs and only being limited by the number 
of images I could capture using the memory card on the digital camera I used meant 
that I was not restricted by a budget. The memory card I used held 180 pictures at 3 
mega-pixels, which was always sufficient for a single day’s work. Further, 
photographing at a fairly high definition meant that I could zoom in on objects and 
text when analysing them. However, many of these photographs were duplicated 
because of my attempts to capture what I could see. Duplicates were ignored, as 
were photographs that were blurred. This left 198 photographs. See Figure 3-1 for an 
example of a rejected photograph and an example of an accepted photograph.
Figure 3-1 Examples of a rejected photograph and an accepted photograph taken 
during research at the Brent Cross Sony Centre (visit 1)
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Photographs helped to jog my memory whilst I wrote my notes after each visit. Notes 
described what I saw, my impressions, and the conversations I had. I also used the 
digital camera for occasionally annotating photographs. When reviewing a 
photograph I was able to create a voice ‘tag’ for it that recorded any issues and 
impressions to which I could then listen at home or at my office and write up more 
fully. This was particularly useful if I had to hop on a bus or tube train to get to 
another appointment or Sony Centre. This was because I found writing notes on 
trains or buses difficult due to their movements. Interestingly, this process revealed a 
‘wrong’ user configuration (see Grint and Woolgar 1997) in my digital camera that I 
had to resolve, even though the facility of being able to annotate photographs was 
built into its design. When looking at a photograph a user should, according to the 
instructions that came with the camera, be able to attach a voice tag to the 
photograph. However, the microphone is positioned on the front of the camera as it is 
also designed to pick up sounds during the recording of ‘movies’ (my camera had the 
facility of capturing moving images in a similar way to a camcorder). Thus, when I 
first attempted to attach a voice tag, the microphone did not capture my voice. In 
order to employ this facility, I had to reconstruct the facility by looking at the 
photograph, activating the menu and then turning the camera round to record my 
voice.
I treated, analysed and interpreted my photographs in the same way as I did for 
observations. This was particularly useful for studying photographs whose contents I 
did not notice during observations. Ball (1998 p142) comments, “Whilst a photograph 
might be intentionally focused and taken to reveal a particular aspect or item within a 
visual field, in pursuit of one analytical theme, it will automatically and inescapably 
always reveal others”. Just as I wrote notes based upon what I saw and then coded, I 
wrote notes for each of the 198 photographs. I combined these with notes from my 
observations. From these, I developed the dominant themes I discuss in Chapters
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Five and Six. It must be noted, however, as Mine reports of her ethnography (2000), 
analysis of data was an ongoing process throughout my observations, rather than 
forming a distinct phase. At the beginning of the research, the data was not so large 
that it warranted taking time to learn a new software program for analyses. As data 
grew then replicating the coding I had already begun would have been time 
consuming, and I did not find manual coding and exploring emerging themes by 
cutting and pasting problematic. As much of my research already involved a 
computer (for digital photographs and my research of the DigiCam community), the 
variety was welcome.
Alexander (2001) states that visual images present problems to researchers who 
employ them because they are ambiguous. They carry multiple meanings; they are 
“’polysémie’ or ‘multivocal’” (ibid p354, also see Ball 1998). She notes, however, that 
the ambiguity of images is not unique to visual data, but is evident in all types of data 
The data I observed during my research was also ‘polysémie’ and ‘multivocal’. Whilst 
I interpreted objects and behaviour based upon what I. saw and heard, then another 
sociologist might have interpreted them differently. Thus, although I took an 
interpretive approach to analysing the photographs I captured, I analysed them 
methodically and tested emerging findings by undertaking further observations and 
discussions with Sony Centre staff members. Like Goffman (1979) and Cockburn 
and Ormrod (1993) who presented photographs in their studies and therefore used 
their data to illustrate and reinforce their interpretations to the reader/viewer and act 
as parallel narratives to their text, I present photographs I took throughout Chapters 
Five and Six.
A possible problem discussed in literature about photographs is that they are framed 
and composed. Thus, the viewer is unaware of what might be happening outside 
them (Chaplin 1994). But how was this different to the frame of my vision during
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observations? One might argue that observations give a ‘fuller’ and therefore ‘truer’ 
picture, in part because they happen in real time. However, as Chaplin (1994) notes, 
such claims verge on claims to objectivity. Nevertheless, a video might have provided 
more contextual detail. I attempted to provide this context by writing notes from my 
observations. Objects or scenes that I noted after taking photographs were the 
subjects of further observations.
Conversations and interviews
During most conversations with staff members, I took the role of someone who was 
looking to buy a digital camera for myself or for someone else. As conversations led 
into talking about their work, I divulged that I was also doing some research about 
digital cameras at The University of Surrey. These conversations helped to provide 
further interesting data, and explaining about my work helped to provide legitimacy 
for some of the questions I asked and helped to arouse staff members’ interest. I did 
not have my own digital camera visible during visits in which I wanted to talk with 
staff members.
Taking the role of a customer, and thus misleading retail staff, also has ethical 
implications. However, in her research of retail staff in cloth stores, Pettinger (2004, 
2005) undertook a similar role. Like Pettinger, I argue that given the openness of 
stores to the entry of strangers as shoppers, I do not feel this is overly problematic. 
Further, I have shown, and will continue to show, that I have taken considerable 
steps to ensure that staff and individual Sony Centres are not recognisable.
I informed each manager I interviewed I was at The University of Surrey and in the 
process of wanting to find out about Sony Centres, how their staff work, and the 
products sold in them. I offered to present my credentials in order to confirm my
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identity. These were either my library card, which has the University of Surrey logo 
on it, or my business card. However, interviewees never wished to see them. 
Interviews were only slightly more formal than discussions with staff members in that, 
whilst in no instance did a manager allow me to audiotape conversations, I did take 
notes during them, which I did not with staff members. In part this was due to staff 
members not wanting managers to intervene. They felt that the presence of a 
notebook would have aroused managers’ suspicions that they were not working, 
whereas this was not an issue with managers. Also, no staff member wanted to be 
interviewed outside work time. I took notes directly following conversations and 
interviews, and I recorded any further questions I wanted to explore in further 
interactions.
Interviews with managers and discussions with staff members took the form of 
“guided conversations” (Fielding and Thomas 2001 p124), designed to “elicit rich, 
detailed materials” (Lofland and Lofland 1971 p76). Like observations, I treated them 
as funnels that began with broad exploratory questions. For example, I began by 
asking a manager when the Sony Centre first opened, and then proceeded to ask 
how long the manager had worked there. Most often, this led to a discussion about 
the day-to-day activities of the manager. Over time, rather than adhering to a fixed 
interview schedule or even a list of topics, I used these exchanges to explore 
particular phenomena and practices that came to light during earlier conversations, 
interviews and observations (Lofland and Lofland 1971). For example, following 
observations early on in the research, I wanted to discuss the existence of any 
guidelines about how staff should position digital cameras and other technologies in 
Sony Centres, and possible regulations about how and where posters should be 
positioned in Sony Centres.
79
Clearly, there are ethical implications from my research of managers and staff at 
Sony Centres. The most important are related to confidentiality and anonymity in 
order to protect my informants from any possible harmful consequences that might 
otherwise come from the research. In order to maintain confidentiality, especially 
given the sensitive nature of some of the information managers gave, I have not 
noted in Table 3-3 when and where I interviewed managers. I interviewed four 
managers in total. With reference to conversations with managers and staff 
members, I take a similar approach to the one du Gay took in his study of a retail site 
(1996). When I refer to conversations, I conceal the identities of the Sony Centres 
they manage or work in by labelling them with a letter. When I refer to Sony Centre 
A, another reference to Sony Centre A is a reference to the same Sony Centre. I 
have decided to reveal the identities of the chain of retail sites because it became 
imperative to the analysis chapters to describe the Sony brand and branding. Other 
than this, given that Sony Centres form one of only two chains of stores that retail 
only one brand of high technology consumer products that includes digital cameras 
(the other is Shop @ Panasonic), and that there are no Shop @ Panasonic stores in 
London, their identity would have been obvious.
A further ethical issue followed from my discovery of the need for staff to meet sales 
quotas. I felt that I was in a difficult position ethically because I was taking up staff 
time whilst not having the intention of buying a digital camera or other product. 
Perhaps I was impeding their ability to meet their targets? Indeed, when 
conversations moved toward talking about their work or when I divulged my research 
interests, then staff sometimes cut conversations short, but only if they saw a 
customer enter the store or waiting for assistance or if they were aware of their 
managers coming onto, or being on, the shop floor. I tried to reduce my impact by 
keeping fieldwork in which I wanted to talk to staff to less busy times, for example 
during weekday mornings, rather than on weekends or lunchtimes. If I felt that I was
taking up too much of staff members’ time, I would say so, thus giving them the 
opportunity to carry on with their duties.
3.5 Researching users of digital cameras
I wanted to understand the importance and possible roles that users give to the 
brands of their cameras, and how users may appropriate them. One of the two ways I 
chose to achieve this was though interviews, although for reasons I shall explain, I 
did not analyse these for this thesis.
From August 2002,1 began recruiting twenty participants from a range of socio­
demographic backgrounds. I began by using a snowball method, using friends, 
colleagues and acquaintances of people I interviewed at the start of the research. 
This method elicited nine participants. The second method I employed was to 
distribute leaflets at two camera shops in Guildford. However, this elicited only three 
responses after two weeks.
I conducted half of these interviews in participants’ homes. I drew up an interview 
schedule for them and filmed them. During each interview, I asked the participant a 
range of questions ranging from how s/he came to own a digital camera, through to 
where and when s/he took and used it, and what the participant photographed. I also 
asked each person to show me and talk me through some of the processes they 
underwent for downloading their photographs, how, if at all, they organised their 
photographs, if they ever looked at or showed their photographs to others, and if so, 
to whom.
Interviews that took place in participants’ homes included users showing me and 
talking me through some of their photographs. On four occasions, participants
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divulged very personal stories. One woman showed me some photographs of her 
recently deceased sister; another talked me through photographs of her deceased 
mother. The first woman described how she had not been previously able to look at 
any photographs of her sister and that the interview helped her to face some of her 
loss and sorrow. These occasions were very poignant and moving and I felt very 
privileged to be able to hear their stories.
As an interview progressed, particular themes arose for further investigation in that 
interview and interviews with other participants. Themes included how different 
household relationships impacted upon uses; how uses were negotiated between 
different members that included husbands, wives, partners and children; where 
computers were located that often impacted upon how digital photographs were 
downloaded, accessed and owned; and claims to expertise.
I held other face-to-face interviews in cafes, at my shared office at the University, and 
in respondents’ work places. I recorded interviews using either film or audio tapes, 
and I used a loose interview schedule that was very similar to the one I used for 
interviews in participants’ homes.
Because I had only gained twelve interviews through these methods, I needed to 
obtain further respondents. During my preliminary research for the thesis, I found 
facilities online to which users could upload photographs for others to view. In 2002, 
sites similar to Flickr37 that allow people to upload and share their photographs were 
in their infancy. Facilities I found online included those hosted by Yahoo38,
37 www.flickr.com (Accessed 3 May 2003).
38 Yahoo is a web portal (www.yahoo.com. Accessed 4 Jan 2002).
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Freeserve39 and other ISPs. Photographs I found were mostly shot by the type of 
photographers that Slater (1999) describes as ‘snapshooters’. Subjects of 
photographs included users’ families and relatives, holidays and other special events. 
Slater argues that such photographs are rarely deliberated, and that they contrast 
with those taken by amateur photographers.
From two sites, I randomly selected eight users whom I contacted via email. In my 
emails, I briefly explained my research and that I was interested in interviewing them. 
Emails resulted in six interviews that I conducted by telephone because of the 
distances they lived from me, although all were located in the UK. After gaining 
permission from participants, I recorded these interviews by way of a machine that 
connected to the telephone I used, and I used an interview schedule that was similar 
to the one I used for face-to-face interviews. However, I also explored users’ 
intentions about placing their photographs online, and who they may have intended 
to look at them.
Toward the end of this research with users, I began ethnographies of two online 
communities whose members owned digital cameras belonging to the same brand. 
Whilst members of one group owned Sony digital cameras, members of the other 
owned ‘DigiCam’ cameras. However, during the online research, I quickly realised 
that I needed to decide which set of research to analyse and write up in this thesis -  
interviews with users or the online research. I decided to make the online research 
one of the research sites to report on in this thesis, and so leave writing up the 
interview findings until after I had submitted my thesis. This was due to three 
reasons. Firstly, I was especially interested in how co-users of a brand’s cameras co- 
construcf the brand and its cameras through their interactions. Secondly, more
39 Freeserve is an Internet Service Provider (www.freeserve.com. Accessed 5 Apr 2002).
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interesting and insightful themes began to arise from the online research. Thirdly, 
there is a dearth of literature from sociology about branded communities.
3.5.1 Researching an online community of digital camera users
I wanted to understand the importance that a group of users of a brand’s digital 
cameras give to that brand, and how they might co-construct the brand and its 
cameras through their interactions. I wanted to study these activities over a long 
period of time whilst immersed in the ‘natural settings’ in which such interactions 
normally take place. By studying a group over a long period, I would be able to 
participate in its social life and so understand what it is to be a member of it, and 
experience first hand its social processes. By becoming a member I would not only 
be a researcher of that group, but also a participatory member. This research could 
be achieved through conducting an ethnography of an online community, as 
ethnography seeks to understand some of the meanings that people give to their 
experiences, interactions, relationships and identities, and the symbolic worlds in 
they live (Agar 1986, Baym 1995a, 1995b, 2000, Correll 1995, Fielding 2001, Foley 
2002, Goffman 1989, Hakken 1999, Lofland and Lofland 1971, McLaughlin et al 
1997, Schlecker and Hirsch 2001, Wakeford 2000).
3.5.2 The ethnography
As ethnography has shifted from its anthropological roots, then researchers have 
established the internet as an ethnographic field site (Baym 2000, Correll 1995, Mine 
2000). However, debates exist as to whether the internet is a fundamentally different 
social space that requires new methods, or whether the internet should be viewed as 
another social space in which traditional methods can be utilised and applied 
(Hakken 1999, Hine 2000, Kendall 1999). As to whether the ethnography was ‘virtual’
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or not, I found that, as the ethnography continued, I experienced very similar 
procedural, ethical and conceptual problems that ethnographers in other 
environments may experience (Agar 1986, Fielding 2001, Hine 2000, Kendall 1999, 
Lofland and Lofland 1971). Further, defining the ethnography as wholly virtual would 
disguise much of the offline work I did during the ethnography. This does not mean, 
however, that I was not aware of some of the issues of doing an online ethnography, 
such as interstitiality and temporality (Hine 2000). Further, I understood that the 
ethnographic field site, the interactions of members, and my observations and 
understandings, existed and took place in and through the virtual.
In September 2002,1 located twenty-three groups via a search engine, whose 
members were mostly from the UK and whose focus was on a single brand of digital 
cameras. By now I had decided that all the research for this thesis was going to be 
multi-sited and that I was going to proceed with research in different sites 
simultaneously. Thus, the number of messages submitted to the group I was to 
investigate - messages that would form some of my data collection - was an 
important factor I considered. I did not want to receive more communications than I 
could feasibly read. An acceptable number was very subjective, but a group whose 
members submitted approximately thirty messages a week was preferable to another 
group I located whose members submitted around 300 a week.
Because Sony Centres formed the second element of my research, it followed that 
the most suitable group would be one whose members owned Sony digital cameras. 
However, I decided to join two groups. This was because I was uncertain whether a 
Sony group that I joined would provide sociologically interesting data as a case 
study. These were a group whose members owned Sony digital cameras, and a 
group who members owned DigiCam cameras (not a Sony group). Comparing data 
between groups whose members owned differently branded cameras might lead to
insights about how different brands may inform how members interact and construct 
cameras differently. In retrospect, however, considering that Sony formed a focus of 
another part of my thesis, it might have been more beneficial if the second group I 
joined had also consisted of members who owned Sony digital cameras.
The process of joining each group was the same. For each, I submitted an email to a 
server, which automatically allowed me to send to and receive emails from members 
of the group. Although I discovered that administrators of some other online groups 
vet new members, this was not the case with the Sony and DigiCam groups.
After joining each group, I lurked40 in them for approximately nine weeks. During this 
time, I considered which group would be a suitable site for research. The main factor 
in this consideration was how much each group would contribute to sociological 
knowledge. Despite being a different brand to Sony, I decided to focus upon the 
DigiCam group because of the interesting data that was emerging from it. For 
example, the complex, though unwritten, regulations that were set by long-term 
members to which new members were subject were very interesting, and topics of 
interactions were more varied. A lesser factor was that I had just bought a camera 
belonging to the same brand. Being a co-owner would allow me to reflexively think 
about what it is to be a user of a camera belonging to the same brand and would help 
me to establish myself with other members
The DigiCam group may or may not be typical of other online groups whose 
members own cameras belonging to the same or another brand. However, 
representativeness was not the key criterion of the research. Rather, its goal was to 
extend knowledge about branded groups and the roles that members might give to
40 That is, I did not contribute to or instigate any discussions .
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brands in the construction of a new technology. As such, it most closely resembles 
an ‘instrumental case study’ (Stake 2000, p437).
The ethnography lasted for thirteen months. It began in September 2002 and ended 
in October 2003. The DigiCam group was founded in March 2002. By the end of 
2002, the group had 90 members. Members communicate solely through emails sent 
to and from their email software. Details solicited from emails indicated that although 
a few members were from the USA, Canada, western Europe and S.E. Asia, most 
were widely spread throughout Great Britain. Although the frequency of email 
submissions fluctuated from day to day, weekly email submissions remained fairly 
constant at about thirty.
In January 2003,1 introduced myself. Writing this email required much thought, 
especially, as Hine (2000) says of online ethnography, self-presentation is crucial to 
establishing relationships with online informants or participants (ibid). The story I told 
in this email was important. I needed to explain why I was interested in this group in 
particular. Merely explaining that I wanted to research users of DigiCam digital 
cameras, and asking if anyone would mind if I researched this group, might have 
made people feel suspicious about my motives. I also felt it was important to give 
people some background information about myself. This was partly provided through 
giving the web address of the INCITE research team41, and my own page within it.
Thus, in my introductory email I gave my name and where I was a student, presented 
my interest in digital cameras as I had just acquired one from the same brand, and 
gave details of my research. Finally, I asked permission to use members’
41 Incubator for Critical Inquiry into Technology and Ethnography, in the Sociology Department of the 
University of Surrey (www.studioincite.com. Accessed 30 Sep 2005).
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correspondence to investigate how they talked about and used their DigiCam 
cameras. At the same time, I assured recipients that the name of the group and the 
names of members would be kept anonymous. I therefore presented myself as an 
owner of a digital camera of the same brand of digital cameras - and so to speak was 
‘one of them' - and as a researcher. My role as a user meant that I occasionally 
experienced problems that were similar to those that some other members 
experienced. These helped me to integrate myself within the group.
The data I collected consisted partly of emails sent to and from members. Some 
emails included material that their writers might not have wanted anyone outside the 
group to read. This was because members’ interactions were often about much more 
than just DigiCam cameras and how members used them. Members had also 
constructed the group to be a forum for divulging and discussing some of their lives; 
which included long-term illnesses and their families and friends. Thus, I needed to 
be constantly aware of ethical considerations during my research and when 
presenting data. In an attempt to establish ethical guidelines for researchers of online 
spaces, The Association of Internet Researchers (AoIR www.aoir.org) prescribes the 
maintenance of confidentiality, privacy and informed consent, and that researchers 
should employ the most appropriate ethics for the research and space being 
investigated (Ess and the AoIR Ethics Working Committee 2002).
The first major ethical issue was establishing informed consent. All responses to my 
introductory email were positive. However, some responses expressed concern 
about other members’ possible opinions. This indicated the importance of, what 
Bakardjieva (2003) calls, members’ Virtual togetherness’. Members were agreeable 
to the research as long as others were as well. In all, I received eight replies from 
members. This represented about half of the membership who posted at least on a 
weekly basis. Some of these members asked for information about how members’
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emails would be used. I replied that although I would keep the identities of the group 
and members anonymous, I would use correspondence for my PhD, a copy of which 
would be held in the library, and possibly for published articles in journals. Following 
my reply, I did not receive any further correspondence about my research. The fact 
that these questions were asked made me consider the degree to which these 
members had originally given informed consent. Because they did not reply to my 
further email, I continued to question this. In their studies of online groups, Baym 
(1995) and Reid (1995) relate how members moved in and out of different 
discussions. Thus, it was possible that members had been distracted by 
correspondence that was unrelated to my emails. For example, I noticed during my 
research how members of the DigiCam group often moved quickly from one 
conversation to another, even to the degree that some appeared unfinished.
This would suggest that, at least for some members, informed consent was given for 
that particular moment. An additional issue was that approximately fifteen new 
members joined the group during the ethnography. I therefore considered whether I 
should inform new members about my research. However, I decided that such an 
action would interrupt the everyday interactions of members and disrupt the 
emerging data.
With regard to the first issue, I accepted that consent had been given even though it 
might have been just for that moment. A drawn out discussion would have interrupted 
the flow of communication between members. With regard to the second issue, I was 
concerned that members did not always feel that I was ‘out there’ recording their 
interactions for my PhD. Some of the validity of my research was dependent upon 
this (Homan 1991), and reminding existing members that I was researching the 
group would have undermined its validity. I therefore took a pragmatic decision not to 
actively inform new members of my research. Reid (1995), in her research of a Multi-
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User-Domain, argues something similar. She points out that it was not practically 
possible to inform all members without disrupting interactions between them. This 
was because she would have had to make announcements every few days due to 
the changing member base. Thus, she discloses that if she was to carry out her 
research, some measure of deception or non-disclosure was inevitable. An element 
of deception was made necessary in my research, but my research was not covert in 
its overall character. I did not intend to deceive members, and I attempted to 
compensate for any deception by making all correspondence and the name of the 
group anonymous. Further, as in my research of Sony Centres, I decided that any 
risks that this research would involve were offset or balanced by the benefits that 
would follow from the research project (Herrera 1999). Also, in some of my 
correspondence with members, I occasionally made reference to my overall 
research, thus giving new members the opportunity to ask me any questions.
One of the main reasons for obtaining consent was so participants were aware of any 
risks associated with the research (Nelkin 1994). One was that the identities of 
participants would be recognised. I therefore took steps to maintain the anonymity of 
participants by changing the name of the group and names of participants, and 
concealing the name of the brand and any information that might identify any of 
them. In Chapter 7 ,1 indicate when I have done this, for example within extracts from 
members’ correspondence. By concealing particular data in members’ emails I was 
able to vastly reduce the possibility of the identities of members being traced. 
Nevertheless, as I continued with the research, I was sensitive to the data I collected 
and the uses to which I put it.
Another issue was the citation of emails submitted by members in this thesis. 
However, by the time of submission, emails were at least nineteen months old, I took 
precautions to conceal the identity of the group, access to the group is restricted to
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members only, the group is not searchable using search engines, I concealed any 
information in emails that might identify members (for example in which towns or 
cities they live and any places they may live), and I concealed dates on which emails 
were sent. Thus, I believe I am justified in citing emails given the value that citation 
has in a final text for providing transparency and illustration, and the value this 
research has for a sociological understanding of brands. However, I am aware of the 
very small possibility that identities of some members may be discovered. 
Pseudonyms and other disguises might fail (Herrera 1999). But unlike studies by 
Cahill (1985), Fielding (1981), Fitzgerald and Hamilton (1996), Humphreys (1970), 
Slater (1998) and Westmarland (2001) for example, members’ activities are not 
illegal, socially deviant or illicit (also see Ferrell and Hamm 1998).
The ethnography was, like Hine’s study (2000), interstitial. It fitted into other research 
activities that I conducted offline, and I was able to participate in the group in different 
sites. Most often, this was at my home office or in my shared office at the university. 
Thus, rather than being a Virtual’ ethnography, I experienced and conducted the 
ethnography whilst in different offline locations. It was never ‘nowhere’; it was always 
somewhere offline, but not in one place. Its multiple-locatedness meant that, unlike in 
research of some ‘offline’ field sites, I could quickly delve into and then remove 
myself from the group during the time that I was conducting or writing up notes for 
other research. On the other hand, like Baym (1995), I occasionally felt the ‘call’ of 
the group when other research activities took priority, especially if I had previously 
noted some interesting data emerging from members’ interactions.
Unlike Hine (2000), whose research included dealing with websites whose contents 
were rapidly changing, the use of emails as data in this thesis meant that, even when 
I was not reading them, emails were storing up for me in my inbox ready for me to 
read. But as Hine (2000) recounts of her ethnography, the very recordability of
i
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textual mediation meant that data rapidly accumulated and I needed to regularly 
download and read members’ interactions. However, keeping up with 
correspondence was informed more by the fact that this study was an ethnography. 
The ethnography was based, in part, on the principle that I wanted to participate in 
the everyday interactions between members of the group in order to understand the 
ebbs and flows of communication within it, and to see how members talked about 
DigiCam and its cameras. I wanted to be ‘there’ whenever I could, which meant that, 
despite email being asynchronous (in that parties to interaction need not be present 
at the time), I tried to retain an internet connection whilst I was working on other parts 
of my research at my desk throughout the day. It was during these times especially, 
that despite the internet sometimes being described as anonymous, I often felt the 
immediacy of other members whom I had got to know over time (Baym 1995). I found 
that I needed to keep up with members’ correspondences because discussions often 
came and went quite quickly. If I did not download my emails for a week, then I found 
it difficult to decipher what had been discussed during that time, and the stage of the 
interaction I was reading. It was because I regularly participated in the group, if only 
by keeping up with members’ correspondence, that I was able to appreciate and 
understand the occasional subtle nuances of members’ interactions.
During the ethnography, I read members’ emails in different locations. However, 
despite undertaking a project that made much use of a computer, the computer did 
not wholly replace traditional research methods. Some of the methods I used 
continued to question the degree to which the ethnography was virtual (Hakken 
1999, Hine 2000, Kendall 1999). These complications are indicative of Woolgar’s 
Third Rule of Virtuality, that “Virtual technologies supplement rather than substitute 
for real activities” (Woolgar 2002 p16). I collected and arranged the data at my 
computer in my office at the university, where I also made notes and records about 
emails that appeared particularly pertinent. I found it very useful to print these emails
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throughout the research, as tracing back through email discussions and connecting 
field notes with them were easier if I wrote on printed copies. As with all my research 
for this thesis, I manually coded and organised the ongoing data.
3.6 Conclusion
The research methods I selected draw from the theoretical grounding of this thesis in 
constructivism. Through these methods I was able to achieve a greater sociological 
understanding of brands whilst using digital cameras as a case study. I was able to 
understand how advertisers and agents at Sony Centres employ brands in their work; 
how brands are represented, talked about and experienced by different actors across 
the field sites explored; members’ interactions; and the roles and importance that 
members of the DigiCam group give to the DigiCam brand.
In my research of the DigiCam group and the Sony Centres, some of the methods I 
used emerged as the research developed. The methods I employed in both were a 
mixture of traditional and virtual methods that together began to question the 
usefulness of talking about a ‘virtual’ ethnography and the notion of ‘digitality’ as 
distinct from analogue in how it is experienced. My methods included printing out 
photographs and emails, writing on them and manually coding correspondence 
between the group’s members, but the virtuality of the group allowed me to 
participate in the group and gather data in different locations. In turn, the digitality of 
digital photographs enabled me to view them immediately following a visit to a 
research site, attach Voice-tags’ to them, and instantly create copies of them in 
different locations on a computer.
The methods a researcher should select should suit the research setting (Fielding 
2001, Lofland and Lofland 1971). I found that the mixture of methods that evolved in
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the research of the DigiCam group and of advertisements was suitable for the study. 
The blurring of boundaries between the virtual and offline is not a subject that 
informed the methods I selected, but formed a theme to emerge in the group which I 
report upon in Chapter 7.
The technology that formed the case study for this thesis was the same technology I 
used to study Sony Centres, and it was my interest in this technology that partly 
informed my decision to join the DigiCam group. Therefore, as the research 
continued, I had an understanding and first hand experience of what it is to be a user 
of a digital camera. Just as I experienced some of the benefits and opportunities of 
using a digital camera in my research and home life, then I also experienced similar 
problems to those of users, which formed some subjects of interactions in the 
DigiCam group and even helped me to integrate myself in it.
The decisions about what research methods to employ, who to research and what 
research to include in this thesis demonstrates how research is often complex and a 
non-linear process. The decision not to include interviews I held with users and to not 
interview customers of Sony Centres has excluded research and analyses that may 
be as sociologically interesting as the empirical chapters in this thesis, but this 
excluded material has potential for future publications. Nevertheless, I have justified 
why I have centred my research and analyses upon particular research sites. 
Together, these analyses provide a sociologically insightful account about brands 
and the roles of brands in how a new technology is constructed, and they provide a 
valuable contribution to existing knowledge.
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Chapter 4 Advertising digital cameras
4.1 Introduction
This chapter is concerned with investigating the roles and importance that advertisers 
give to brands and branding in advertisements for digital cameras. In 4 .2 ,1 discuss 
how advertisers configure particular readings of advertisements when they employ 
slogans, logos and different aesthetics. My central argument in this chapter is that 
advertisers convey that digital cameras are media for users to access and enable the 
lives, characteristics, biographies and identities of users they portray in 
advertisements. Advertisers convey that these capabilities are rooted in their 
respective brands.
Rather than conveying the impressions that brands do things, I take a non- 
essentialist approach that seeks to understand how stories are told about them and 
their objects that configure preferred readings of them. As Grint and Woolgar pose of 
machines, the interesting question is not “what do brands do?” Rather, it is “what are 
the possible ways in which brands and their objects gain specific attributes?”
To reiterate from the previous chapter, I do not claim that my interpretations are the 
only interpretations available, or that they reveal an underlying intrinsic ‘truth’. A 
useful way of understanding advertisements is to see them as texts, just as Grint and 
Woolgar (1997) understand technologies as texts (also see Hall 1980). Advertisers 
design or ‘write’ advertisements in such ways that they have preferred readings. I 
attempt to understand these preferred readings. Where possible, I back up my claims
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with reference to existing literature and the interviews I held at ‘Cactus Azul’. Nor do I 
claim that advertisers reflect what brands and digital cameras innately are when they 
portray them, or that when advertisers construct brands and digital cameras, they 
intrinsically become these things. Advertisers make claims about brands and digital 
cameras and thus construct particular notions of them, but they remain open to 
interpretation.
4.2 Constructing capacities of digital cameras
4.2.1 Branding
The term branding is used to identify the practice of linking sets of meanings 
constructed around brands to objects (Myers 1999). From my analyses of 
advertisements, advertisers for the same brand consistently employ the same brand 
logo (which always includes the name of the brand), slogan, and set of aesthetics, 
and make these prominent in their advertisements, such as in advertisements for 
Canon, Kodak, Sony and Olympus (see Figure 4-16 and Figure 4-17). For example, 
advertising designers for Sony digital cameras employ a consistent combination of 
pastel colours such as salmon, light blue and light grey (see Figure 4-1).
Colours, logos and slogans used by Sony are different from those used by other 
brands. The white or grey logo of Sony is different to the red logo of Canon, and the 
colours used in Sony advertisements for digital cameras are very different from the 
bright green, bright pink and steel grey used by Fuji, and the black used by Casio 
and Olympus.
Sony’s slogan prior to changing its advertising agency in 2002 was ‘Go Create’, 
whilst since then it has been ‘You make it a Sony’. This contrasts with Kodak’s
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slogan: ‘Share moments, share life’, and Fuji’s slogan: ‘Picture the future’. The same 
slogans are used across all products for the same brand, in brand publications, 
packaging and on brand web sites. This suggests that these slogans centre not so 
much upon the individual digital cameras advertised, but upon their brands. 
Advertisers construct brands when they construct brand slogans, and they use brand 
slogans to explain the digital cameras and other products they advertise.
Consider some of the brand slogans that appear on advertisements for digital 
cameras. Casio’s slogan is ‘Life is what you take it’, a reformulation of the popular 
adage, ‘life is what you make it’, Kodak’s slogan is ‘Share moments. Share Life”, and 
Canon’s brand slogan is ‘You can’, all of which appear on their respective 
advertisements for digital cameras. This Canon slogan is coupled with discourse on 
its UK website which says that with Canon, ‘You can create, you can succeed, you 
can imagine, you can inspire, you can dream’42. Also, consider the following example 
from Sony:
42 www.canon.co.uk (Accessed 1 Jun 2004).
Figure 4-1 Example of a Sony advertisement
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(W)hen we dare to explore, very often curiosity becomes our guide, taking us 
down paths we may never have thought to travel. Our heart leads the way and 
soon we find ourselves living life as we dreamed it... (F)or every sensory 
capacity that exists within you is a Sony product that will bring out your truest 
feelings, emotions and thoughts (Sony Style 06, Autumn/Winter 2002/2003 p4).
These slogans and this quotation coincide with comments made by the advertising 
designer at ‘Cactus Azul’ when I interviewed him. He explained that one of the goals 
of designing advertisements for Sony digital cameras was to make the image exciting 
and inspirational to consumers. He explained that he wanted viewers to realise that 
they could access the kind of lifestyle that he portrayed, through Sony’s products.
The construction of meanings for brands by way of slogans is a method for setting 
parameters for the contents and portrayals of advertisements. Branding is a means 
by which the capabilities of digital cameras to be vehicles for creativity, individuality 
and achieving one’s potential (themes that I shall continue to explore in this chapter) 
are constructed to lie in their respective brands. This accords with Lury’s argument 
that the brand is a co-ordinator for everything from production through to mediation 
and consumption (2004). Advertisers’ constructions of digital cameras are 
reminiscent of Baudrillard’s notion of the enabling power of technology (1983b,
1984). But by employing brand logos, slogans and aesthetics, advertisers root the
enabling power of digital cameras that they portray, in their brands. For example, 
Canon’s slogan ‘you can’ matches the content of the advertisement in Figure 4-2 in 
which the advertiser portrays the ability of a Canon digital camera user to print out his 
or her photographs with a Canon printer. The advertisement in Figure 4-1 is one of a 
range of advertisements for Sony digital cameras that feature users capturing images 
of scenes they are unable to see. The slogan: ‘You make it a Sony’ suggests that
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such practices should be understood as being expressions of individuality and 
creativity.
Share tne feeling before the day is over.
9, m
4 .
Direct Print / _
/ O
yss1 Canon
Figure 4-2 Canon advertisement featuring slogan ‘You can'
Advertisers convey that brands have capacities, by way of rooting constructed 
capacities of digital cameras in them. This corresponds with how, according to 
various marketing literature, organisations should think of brands as people. For 
example, according to Aarker (1996) and Ellwood (2000) the brand has an identity, a 
personality, and a set of characteristics and personal qualities. Thus, managers at 
one of the retailers researched by du Gay (1996 p125-6) explicated the retail brand 
by constructing a female personality, that
will be behind, and influence, every aspect of our retailing activity -  our 
merchandise, the information we provide about i t , the tone of our advertising 
and point of sale material, the way our staff talk to and greet our customers, our 
store layout and environment and our after sales service.
In this excerpt, the retailer portrays and constructs the brand as a co-ordinator of the 
activities of all those people involved in production and mediation, including
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advertisers. In a similar way, the writer of the About Canon Europe web page states 
that the Canon brand “communicates informally with both customers and 
employees”43.
I wish to present an example of how attention to a brand can be used to extend an 
existing account of how a technology is constructed. In their analyses of 
advertisements for the Sony Walkman, du Gay et al (1997) explain that the Walkman 
comes to symbolise youth, sophistication, leisure and health in the advertisements 
they analyse. They argue that the Walkman becomes not just a signifier of these 
things, but also a medium for them. The message from Walkman advertisements is 
that:
You can enter the group, identify yourself with the crowd, and take on the identity 
of the sophisticated young urban nomad by acquiring the Walkman and thereby 
acquiring the meanings and cultural characteristics which it represents (du Gay 
et a /1997 p39).
Paying attention to the Sony brand in these advertisements helps to extend 
knowledge of how the Walkman is constructed in them. All of the advertisements 
they replicate contain the Sony logo, and two of them are partly about how the Sony 
Walkman is unique and consequently different from personal stereos of other brands. 
Thus, I would argue that through the branding of the Sony Walkman, advertisers 
configure the preferred interpretation that the enabling power of the Walkman, to be a 
vehicle for youth, sophistication, leisure and health, is rooted in the Sony brand. The 
message is that the Walkman can achieve these things because it is Sony in 
particular. For example, in the first half of the advertisement in Figure 4-3 that 
appears in du Gay et al (1997 p30), the caption reads: “Everyone should own a copy
43 www.canon-europe.com/About_Us/About_Canon/Canon_Europe/ (Accessed 16 Sep 2005).
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of this”. Directly beneath this caption, a Marvin Gaye cassette tape appears. The 
second half reads: “Nobody should own a copy of this”. Beneath this, a Sony 
Walkman appears. The authors argue that the advertisement establishes an 
equivalence between the sleek, black lines of the Sony Walkman, the cool black 
sophistication of the singer, Marvin Gaye, and the cool sound of 1970s soul music. 
But I argue that because of the branding of the advertisement and the explicit 
reference to the originality and uniqueness of the Sony Walkman, the advertisement 
configures the interpretation that this equivalence is enabled by, is due to, and is 
rooted in, the Sony brand.
S O N Y
Figure 4-3 Nobody should own a copy of a Sony Walkman (reproduced from du Gay et
a /1997 p30)
I understand that the employment of sets of colours, slogans and logos, and 
constructed meanings associated with these, are a practice of differentiation. 
Advertisers construct and classify each brand and its cameras in relation to other 
brands and cameras through the prominence they give to the brand logo, brand 
name and brand slogan in each advertisement. By attempting to make brands 
different to other brands, advertisers configure the preferred reading that each brand
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is identifiably different and unique, and thus, for example, that a Sony digital camera 
is a Sony digital camera in particular.
In Simulacra and Simulation (1994); Baudrillard argues that when very similar models 
come together, they form a classification system. I understand that practices of 
branding and constructing brands through slogans, logos and discourses construct a 
classification system in which each component can be understood in terms of its 
difference to other components. In turn, Bowker and Star posit, “The goal with a 
classification system is to produce homogenous... regions. Homogeneous... regions 
are zones without effective subdivision” (1999 p101). Bowker and Star claim that a 
classification system provides stability for those who construct and use it because it 
is informational: “we know what something is by contrast with what it is not” (ibid 
p290).
From my analyses and this literature, I argue that advertisers configure a two-fold 
preferred reading. Firstly, advertisements are for a particular brand of digital camera, 
as opposed to other brands of digital cameras, and therefore digital cameras 
belonging to that brand are different from those of other brands. I understand that 
practices of employing consistent aesthetics, slogans and logos are practices of 
branding, and are attempts to identify and distinguish advertisements and brands of 
digital cameras advertised from other advertisements and brands. Secondly, when 
advertisers construct an association between a digital camera and its brand through 
branding, and when advertisers make the brand logo, name and slogan so 
prominent, they configure the reading that the digital camera is understandable in 
terms of official and preferred meanings that are constructed for its brand. They 
configure a preferred reading that the digital camera gets its constructed capacities 
from its brand.
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Bowker and Star (1999) explain that an emerging classification system “involves 
linking experience gained in one time and place with that gained in another, via 
representations of some sort” (ibid p290). For Lury (1999, 2000, 2004), the logo is 
one such representation. She argues that the logo of a brand links subjects -  
consumers -  to objects because it condenses ‘memories’ of brand effects that 
include: advertisements, packaging, artefacts and promotion, and points the viewer 
to them. However, I prefer a non-essentialist interpretation, that when advertisers 
make a logo prominent, they configure the preferred reading that each of a brand’s 
effects are understandable in terms of meanings constructed around that brand.
An example of how advertisers design advertisements according to meanings 
constructed for a brand and how these meanings are used to explain digital cameras, 
comes from the interviews I held at ‘Cactus Azul’. The advertising planner and 
designer explained some of the advertisements that they had designed for Sony. 
During the planning stages, Sony Europe instructed ‘Cactus Azul’ to design their 
advertisements to “fit in with the Sony brand”. The designer explained this meant that 
their advertisements should point to Sony’s core meanings and what he termed its 
core “proposition” to consumers. He explained that the brand proposition is what the 
brand offers consumers through its products, and that the brand proposition draws 
from the brand’s core values or meanings. He explained that these meanings 
include, ‘creative’, ‘youth’, ‘stylish’, ‘innovative’, ‘imaginative’, and ‘enduring’. Thus, 
the kinds of colours, users’ activities and characteristics, and the slogan to be used in 
Sony advertising across the Sony range of products, had to fit the meanings 
constructed for the Sony brand. However, they were given no flexibility with regard to 
the Sony logo.
In his discussion of what he calls “structures of ambience”, Baudrillard (1996, 1997) 
argues that different colours signify different things. He states that whilst colours such
103
as brown, green and royal blue signify nature, history and tradition, pastel colours are 
more modern and therefore artificial and relatively free from traditional systems of 
signification. In turn, Ellwood (2000 p124) describes how a brand designer should 
select an “aesthetic code” to be used as a resource for selecting particular colours 
and imagery. He states that these should signify that particular code and make the 
brand different to other brands. He gives the examples of ‘geography’, ‘history’, 
‘science’, ‘sports’ and ‘monarchy’ (ibid). Baudrillard’s and Ellwood’s analyses might 
be correct in that viewers of colours may interpret them differently and give them 
different meanings, but to state that these colours actually signify these things is 
deterministic. Nevertheless, these different colours may have preferred readings. 
Pastel colours are used in Sony advertisements, and the meanings that Baudrillard 
gives to these colours match the meanings that are constructed for Sony.
Meanings that the advertising designer at ‘Cactus Azul’ employed are Sony’s official 
and preferred meanings. Each advertisement needed to be agreed upon by Sony 
Europe for publication across Europe. Discourses used to describe the Sony brand 
do not only reflect the Sony brand, they also construct it. The practice of branding is 
an attempt to construct and reinforce meanings for the Sony brand and attach those 
meanings to Sony’s technologies. This is an argument I develop for brands across 
the advertisements I collected.
According to description that Marx gives of the fetishism of commodities (1995), 
when people view an object produced by others, they do not see the labour that went 
into producing it. It is as if the object magically appeared and as if it has its own 
existence. Given my arguments so far, I understand that advertisers configure a 
similar and preferred reading when they portray a digital camera in terms of its brand. 
They portray that the digital camera appears from its brand, and that its brand is un­
constructed. In line with Lury’s arguments about how brands are given primacy over
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objects (2000, 2004), when advertisers do this, they make brands appear in the 
foreground, hiding all the work that goes into what they, product designers and brand 
designers, produce.
This concealment corresponds with Jameson’s notion of the erasure of history 
(1984). By portraying through branding and the construction of meanings that digital 
cameras originate with their brands, advertisers naturalise brands to make them 
appear un-constructed and authentic, and even portray that they have capacities. 
Contrary to an ANT approach, I do not take the position that brands actually have 
agency. Rather, I claim that advertisers portray that they do.
In the following sections, I investigate how advertisers convey that their brands’ 
digital cameras are enablers to some of the activities, lives and identities of those 
they feature in advertisements. In so doing, they configure the preferred reading that 
the characteristics of users they portray are traceable back to the brands of the 
cameras they advertise. This is consistent with Baudrillard’s notion of the reversal of 
subject and object that I discussed in Chapter 2 (Baudrillard 1983c). However, 
advertisers imply that these activities, lives and identities are available to viewers 
through digital cameras because of their respective brands.
4.3 Biography, identity and risk
In their study of the Sony Walkman, du Gay et al (1997) claim that advertisers make 
an identification between the features of those people in advertisements and the 
Walkman and that, through this identification, the Walkman comes to symbolise them 
culturally. The message is that features of the users depicted are available to people 
through the Walkman. However, in the advertisements I study here, I move beyond 
analyses that are limited to technologies, to investigate brands. I argue that
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advertisers construct an identification between brands and the types of people and 
lives they portray, which viewers should understand. Brands come to symbolise them 
culturally, whilst at the same time, the employment of such people and their lives 
configure meanings for brands. Advertisers construct images of users and their 
activities and identities to be desirable, and the message is that people can attain 
them through the digital cameras advertised because of their brands. In 4.3.6 I 
discuss the effects of advertisers’ portrayals. The characteristics and life situations 
that advertisers portray of users conform to and make up the normal category whose 
members are constructed as the ‘natural’ or ‘proper’ users of brands’ digital cameras. 
If these are constructed as proper, then those who are different are constructed as 
the un-standard and abnormal, that is, the ‘residual category’ (Star 1989).
4.3.1 Vehicles for an aspirational lifestyle
Slogans that advertisers employ include ‘Share moments, share life’ (Kodak), ‘Go 
Create’ and ‘You make it a Sony’ (Sony), and ‘Your vision, our future’ (Olympus). 
These slogans illustrate that advertisers do not prescribe specific and particular 
practices of digital cameras in terms of how to get a ‘good’ photograph, position 
subjects and deal with awkward lighting conditions, for example. Rather, these 
slogans indicate that advertisers locate digital cameras and their brands in the 
context of an aspirational lifestyle that they convey users can obtain.
Across the advertisements I collected, advertisers feature users employing digital 
cameras in very similar ways. Practices of users closely resemble what Slater calls 
“snapshooting” (1999 p289). Slater describes ‘snapshooting’ as “an undeliberated 
moment spliced into the flow of certain ritual events: watching the baby, being at a 
tourist site, spending Sunday with the grandparents” (ibid p289). Whereas Slater 
argues that this type of photography is hardly even a conscious activity, he posits
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that amateur photography is, and that the technology is one of its foci. In contrast to 
how Slater describes snapshooters, amateur photographers’ concerns might include 
light settings, depths of field and composition -  subjects that are evident in columns 
of some of the amateur photography magazines from which I took advertisements.
The vast majority of advertisements I collected are not about the technology itself or 
about light settings, composition and so on, but about events in the lives of the users 
portrayed, that are based around leisure (e.g. Figure 4-5, Figure 4-6 and Figure 
4-16). This suggests that they are directed at ‘snapshooters’, although I question 
Slater’s portrayal of them, for he assumes that ‘snapshooters’ do not reflect on how 
they might take photographs in the settings he describes.
The settings of advertisements reflect Slater’s assertion that leisure is one of the two 
components of everyday life (the other being the “twentieth century family” [1999 
p300]44, but which is not very evident in advertisements for digital cameras) that are 
central to practices of mass photography. These, Slater says, provide the social 
relations and material practices that structure most of mass photography. Yet, as I 
show throughout this chapter, advertisers depict the lives, social relations and 
material practices of users in very specific ways. When advertisers do this, they 
reinforce and construct an hierarchical classification system, which screens out 
possible alternative uses and practices of digital cameras.
44 By which, from its context, Slater appears to mean the conventional nuclear family of a mother, father 
and child or children.
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4.3.2 Capturing images
Practices of relationships form major portrayals in advertisements for digital cameras. 
In them, advertisers represent digital cameras as playing central roles in these 
practices. This portrayal normalises and configures a particular and preferred 
reading. Advertisers communicate that such practices are what particular branded 
digital cameras are for and can enable.
Giddens (1994) claims that relationships with others are key constituents of everyday 
life, and he explains that a person's biography is constituted in part through a 
person’s relationships with others. Relationships with others are intimately entwined 
with self-identity because self-identity is formed in terms of a person’s biography. Out 
of the 77 images I analysed, 20 feature images of men and women laughing together 
whilst taking or looking at photographs. For example, in Figure 4-16 two women and 
a man are in very close physical proximity whilst the woman on the left takes a 
photograph. In Figure 4-4 a man is holding a Sony digital camera whilst he takes an 
image of himself and the woman who is about the same age and who has her arms 
round him. In these images, as in all the images I collected, the characteristics of 
people advertisers feature are very similar, with little to differentiate them. In all the 
images I collected, men and women are always in their twenties to mid-thirties, thin 
and able-bodied. In all bar two advertisements that I discuss in 4.3.5, people featured 
are white. Women always have long hair and have no other visible body hair. Men 
are always white and are never bald, although the man Figure 4-4 is slightly 
receding.
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Figure 4-4 Taking a digital photograph (Sony Style Product Catalogue 06,
Autumn/Winter 2002/2003)
Eleven of the advertisements I analysed feature people photographing themselves. 
For example, advertisers promote the Sony DSCU50 small digital camera for its 
“rotating lens unit that is ideal for self-portrait type shots” (Figure 4-5), whilst another 
model features a mirror alongside the lens. (See also Figure 4-6 for another 
example).
Figure 4-5 Photographing one’s self and others (image advertising a Sony digital 
camera with a rotating lens [Sony Style Product Catalogue 2004])
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Figure 4-6 Photographing one’s self and others (image advertising a Panasonic digital 
cameras [Panasonic Audio and Video Magazine 2004])
It should be noted that in all the images I collected (as I shall continue to 
demonstrate), advertisers of digital cameras provide very few contextual details in 
their advertisements. Contexts in which the people they depict might use digital 
cameras and practice relationships with other people are difficult to ascertain. For 
example, in Figure 4-5, the clothes of the women featured, the pair of sunglasses 
and absence of buildings, trees or other features that might otherwise appear behind 
them despite the angle at which the advertising image is shot, might suggest that 
they are at the beach, but this can only be a supposition because of very few clues. 
They might equally be standing on a roof, on a hilltop, in a garden or on a boat. The 
resulting image captured by the woman would give as little detail. However we can 
say where they are not or may not be. They are not in an office environment, and 
neither do they appear to be practicing any kind of paid work. As with other 
advertisements for brands of digital cameras, those featured, from their appearance 
and relaxed composures, are at leisure.
Advertisements that show digital cameras being used contrast with advertisements 
for the Sony Walkman analysed by du Gay et al (1997). In advertisements that 
featured Walkman in use, advertisers made spatial contexts visible, and made
Walkman clearly and visibly embedded in other practices - practices that du Gay et al 
term “‘lifestyle’ scenes or scenario” (ibid p39). For example, in one advertisement, 
advertisers featured a woman with long blonde hair flowing as she rode a racing 
bicycle in full cycling gear. In another, advertisers depicted a young woman who was 
skating whilst wearing summer shorts. In another, advertisers featured two young 
people also skating whilst holding hands. Only in the last advertisement they 
analysed did advertisers depict a young couple who were in physical contact and 
laughing together whist listening to the same Sony Walkman. But this facility of the 
two-headphone socket, which could apparently bring people together, ceased to be 
employed in later designs (Churchill and Wakeford 2002), and so did not feature 
again in advertisements for Walkman.
When advertisers feature people posing for a photograph, but do not provide 
concrete contextual details or only provide contextual clues that might inform the 
viewer of the advertisement why a photograph might be taken, other than that they 
are at leisure, I understand that they portray a direct link between the moment that is 
captured and the digital camera advertised. In the absence of contexts that might tell 
why the photograph is taken, the advertisers communicate in Figure 4-5 that the two 
women are smiling and standing next to each other, much like the man and woman 
in Figure 4-4, because of the ability they have to capture that moment through the 
Sony digital camera. What might have preceded the event is very difficult to know. 
Advertisers give no reason for their activity, other than the ability users have to 
capture the moment. Thus, advertisers continue to conceal contexts and history, in 
this case some of the contexts and histories of the users they portray.
Baudrillard (1994) argues that post-modern culture is marked by the absence of 
distinctions between reality and appearance. In hyper-reality, knowledge about the 
history of an object or event disappears. In the absence of contexts that might be
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reasons for taking a photograph, advertisers communicate that the moment, like that 
in Figure 4-4, exists because of the ability of those featured to capture that moment 
through the particular digital camera. Advertisers depict that if the branded camera 
were absent then the moment would not exist. They communicate, and thus 
configure the preferred reading, that the digital camera enables the moment, and 
that, therefore, such a moment is available to viewers through the digital camera 
advertised because of its brand.
A key argument of this chapter is that advertisers configure a preferred reading which 
links users and their practices that they portray to the brand. They do this by 
concealing other aspects of the users’ lives they portray. Advertisers do not feature 
any other factors that would disrupt this connection. I realise that these users are part 
of “make believe scenes” (Goffman 1976 p25), but also, I understand that they are 
portrayed as being aspirational. They represent life as it could be: “The implication is 
that if you buy the one, you are on the way to realising the other” (ibid p26).
However, the links that advertisers make between, on the one hand, the people and 
activities they portray, and, on the other, the brand, are disrupted by the 
réintroduction of the actual practices and agency of ‘snapshooters’ found in research. 
In so doing, photography becomes much more complex, and it involves practices of 
different social relationships, motivations, practices of control over access and 
activities, individualities, goals, contexts and histories. For example, Chalfen (1998) 
relates how different people organise and structure the actions of others and events 
that occur in front of cameras. He asks:
What kinds of actions and behaviours occur when people are taking snapshots?
Who is regularly included, who is likely to be neglected or eliminated, and who is
never included? What kinds of settings, environments, activities, or events are
likely to be included in snapshots on a regular basis? What kinds of systematic
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arrangements or transformations are made of people’s appearances, of scenery, 
or of events when snapshots are made? Do people insist on ‘posing’ or ‘acting’ in 
special ways for snapshot recording? Are conventions or standards for posing 
recognised, criticized, or otherwise commented on? (ibid p219).
Further, Chalfen explains that ‘Behind-Camera Shooting Events’, though not acted 
out in front of the camera, help to structure its use and help to inform viewers’ 
interpretations of what is happening in a photograph (ibid p219). Additionally, Chalfen 
asks if there is any behavioural routine or style of using a camera to make a 
snapshot? Who is asked or will take the initiative to use a camera? Are there specific 
times, places and events that appear to require the making of a snapshot? What are 
the social relationships between people behind and in front of a camera? What is 
said or not said by either or both parties? What directions, if any, do people give that 
will or will not be known by a viewer? Finally, what setting up for a shot takes place, 
for example through uses of props and arrangement of scenery and those featured, 
so that a particular object or backdrop will or will not appear in a photograph?
These questions demonstrate how users’ practices of cameras are decided through 
complex negotiations and decisions, and are subject to different considerations and 
interests. Users’ photographs are of a diverse number of subjects and include 
diverse relationships between different types of people, but these are largely absent 
from the images I collected. People might pose for photographs, but the contexts of 
photographs tell of the events that might lead people to decide to take photographs. 
Thus, I claim that by reintroducing the diversity and contextual practices of actual 
users, the portrayed and constructed ‘brandedness’ of users -  the link between a 
brand and users’ activities, characteristics and lives - is disrupted. Rather than point 
to a brand, actual practices point to some of the particularities, lives and contexts of 
users, and those who appear in photographs.
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4.3.3 Enablers of relationships
When advertisers position people beside each other whilst taking or looking at a 
photograph, they portray those people as linked together in some way. This practice 
of being together corresponds to Goffman’s notion of ‘a with’ (Goffman 1971 p 19-27). 
People featured in these advertisements indicate their togetherness and their type of 
togetherness through ‘tie signs’ (ibid p19-27) of embracing and being in very close 
physical proximity whilst smiling at one another or at the image on the digital camera. 
A ‘with’ is important in the portrayal of brands and their digital cameras because, 
according to Goffman, the practice of a ‘with’ does not only reflect the relationships 
that each person in the ‘with’ has with each other; it also helps to constitute those 
relationships further. Thus, when advertisers convey that digital cameras enable the 
moment that is then captured, especially in the absence of contexts that might tell of 
the history of a relationship featured in a photograph, they also convey that these 
cameras can enable the practice, maintenance and constitution of relationships with 
others and they can help to constitute people’s identities when people use them.
They communicate that these are available to viewers through the capabilities of 
digital cameras that are rooted in their brands.
In the absence of contexts, advertisers also convey that meanings, which people who 
are featured in these advertisements might attach to the consequent photograph, are 
held in the relationships themselves. They convey that the relationships alone that 
they feature in advertisements contribute to the biographies of those they feature, 
whether those relationships are based upon friendship or are romantic. But also, in 
the absence of contexts, advertisers portray that relationship themselves, and not 
contexts, are the reasons for taking photographs, whilst at the same time, they 
portray digital cameras as stimulating people to practice relationships, which 
reflexively help to constitute those relationships.
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Whether relationships that advertisers portray are friendship or sexual, advertisers 
normalise heterosexuality. When advertisers employ two people in bodily contact or 
in very close proximity to each other, most often they are a man and woman. Among 
all the advertisements I collected, there was not a single advertisement in which men 
were in bodily contact or in very close proximity. However, in order to examine 
whether any advertisements for digital cameras are aimed at gay men, I investigated 
an online resource that is dedicated to collecting advertisements that are targeted at 
gay men and lesbians45. The one piece of material I found is for a Casio digital 
camera. It is an animation that is designed to be viewed on a website. Each frame 
appears in Figure 4-7. However, when clicked, the user is taken to Casio’s Elixim 
main web page on which the image in Figure 4-8 appears. This image is of a slim 
white woman in body clinging attire and whose midriff is uncovered. When 
advertisers keep advertisements that challenge the normativity of heterosexuality 
hidden away from mainstream media -  when they keep them closeted -  and when 
they maintain images of women that are culturally dominant, they continue to 
normalise and privilege heterosexuality in relation to other categories of sexuality.
45 www.commercialcloset.org (Accessed 23 June 2004).
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Advertisements that feature practices of relationships should be compared with 
practices of actual users. As I argued earlier in this chapter, recognition of the 
diversity of contextual practices of actual users serves to break the link that 
advertisers construct between brands and the activities of users they portray. Slater 
asserts that the “twentieth century family” is one of the core components of everyday
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life, and that the social relations and material practices of this family help to structure 
most of mass photography (1999 p300). Chalfen (1998) demonstrates how 
snapshooters’ photographs feature different kinds of relationships and depict a wide 
variety of events. He lists weddings, vacations, births, confirmations, Bar Mitzvahs, 
senior proms, graduations, family reunions, and even funerals (1998 p236)46. People 
who might appear in photographs of events such as these might include parents, 
grandparents and children who might equally share in the construction of users’ 
biographical narratives. Yet such relationships and events are missing in advertisers’ 
depictions.
There are consequences when advertisers portray a very narrow set of events, and 
feature only particular types of relationships and people. If we are to consider that 
practices of actual users and events might include those that Chalfen identifies, then 
we understand that advertisers screen them out in their advertisements. When they 
feature particular users and practices that become standard in advertisements for 
digital cameras, advertisers portray that they are normal and the standard. In so 
doing, they construct what they do not portray as abnormal. Whether one would 
expect advertisers to portray these events or not is irrelevant. When advertisers 
feature particular users and practices, they are able to configure a reading that links 
those featured and their lives to the brand, and that the characteristics of those 
featured and their lives are desirable.
In the following section, I continue to explore how advertisers standardise the 
characteristics of users and their lives, and thus how they conceal contexts and 
alternatives.
46 I recognise that Chalfen’s study is of photographers in the US, but the general point can be 
transferred to users in the UK.
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4.3.4 The home
Below and over the page is a montage of five random images from promotional 
material out of a total of nine images I collected that are taken in the homes of users 
that advertisers portray:
. . . w h e r e  t h e  
i m p o s s i b l e  is  
p o s s i b l e
and d ig ita l means creativity, 
comfort and more...
UNCOVER ITS 
POTENTIAL AND 
DISCOVER YOURS.
C anon
1 1 8
Canon
Figure 4-9 Images of ‘the home’ in advertisements for digital cameras47
Characteristics of the homes and the people who appear in these nine 
advertisements are all very similar. All homes are marked by the absence of fairly 
common and everyday artefacts that might be present in the homes of actual users 
of digital cameras, and which might differentiate homes and those who live in them. 
Such artefacts might include books and other objects on shelves, pictures and 
photographs on walls, shoes, calendars, boxes, clothes, mirrors, waste paper 
baskets, food, cookers, refrigerators, telephones, kettles, and televisions (unless they 
are being advertised by Sony as a technology upon which one can view digital 
photographs).
In The System of Objects (1996), Baudrillard argues that modern furniture is stripped 
of depth, personal expression, familial history and tradition, and objects that speak 
directly of the identities and experiences of those people who live with them are 
replaced by more homogenous objects. A key concept here is ‘homogeneity’. An 
application of Baudrillard’s argument, that helps to explain the homes featured, is that
47 1. Sony, 2. BenQ Siemens, 3. Canon, 4. Sony, 5. Canon.
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the home in which homogeneous objects and furniture are contained could be 
anyone’s home because of their lack of signification compared with more 
personalised objects and furniture.
This is upheld in research that ‘Cactus Azul’ conducted with focus groups in order to 
gauge reception of its test advertising for Sony. The advertising designer I 
interviewed reported that participants conveyed that homes which featured 
ornamentation, photographs, or any other items that appeared at all personalised or 
signified those that lived there, were not like their homes. However, participants felt 
that homes that had fairly few objects could be their homes because they did not 
signify characteristics of their owners or that they were even owned. From their 
research, emptying a home of objects configures the reading that it is no one’s home 
in particular, and thus anyone’s home. Moreover, such a home can be aspirational, 
as it is anyone’s home as it could be, just as the absence of contexts in 
advertisements that feature practices of relationships indicate that the characteristics 
of people in them and the lives they portray could be those of the people who view 
them.
Despite advertisers’ portrayals, research shows how technologies go through 
processes of domestication. Practices of household relationships are able to inform 
how members of households use digital cameras. People practice and negotiate 
household and familial relationships across generations, gender, age, race, age and 
disabilities in response to, and in negotiation with, the presence and use of 
technologies in the home. Slater (1999) argues that social relations and material 
practices of much of family life structure most uses of cameras. Silverstone, Hirsch 
and Morley (1992) explain that households actively engage with products so that they 
are appropriated into domestic culture. Households domesticate objects into 
household relationships and define them differently according to members’ values
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and interests. In particular, when advertisers depict men on their own in homes, they 
also conceal any gender relations that may be practiced in them (Cockburn 1992, 
Cockburn and Furst-Dilic 1994, Haddon 1992, Cowan 1983, Hacker 1990, Kirkup 
and Smith Keller 1992, Murdoch, Hartman and Gay 1992, Mackenzie and Wajcman 
1985). For example, Cockburn (1992) demonstrates how the microwave enters a 
household where certain relations and gendered identities and practices are well 
established. Murdoch, Hartmann and Gray (1992) and Haddon (1992) show similar 
findings for the Personal Computer. In contrast, it is difficult to ascertain how users of 
digital cameras, who appear in advertisements that feature users’ homes, 
domesticate them according to what Silverstone, Hirsch and Morley term ‘the moral 
economy of the household’, because advertisers provide very little context and detail.
People in five of the six images in Figure 4-9 are men. When advertisements for 
digital cameras feature men on their own in homes, advertisers reinforce dominant 
discourses about gender and technology. More generally, across advertisements for 
digital cameras, men are most often portrayed as the users of brands’ digital 
cameras. Thus, advertisers construct men to be the ‘natural’ users of digital cameras.
Of the twenty-five men who appear in the advertisements I collected, twenty of them 
perform activities that are directly related to digital photography. Mostly, this is the 
activity of taking a photograph. In images of the home, advertisers construct the post­
capturing process to be a distinctly male activity as well. In the first advertisement in 
Figure 4-9, a man looks at a photograph he has just printed using his computer and 
the printer attached to it. In the second, a man holds the digital camera advertised 
whilst looking at a photograph that he appears to have shot and then printed as a 
poster. The third is very similar. In the fourth, a man looks at the camera whilst
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photographs from his PC appear on the television48. In the fifth, a man looks down 
upon a photograph of a woman he has just printed out via a printer connected to the 
digital camera that he is holding.
On the one hand, advertisers convey that the ability of users to download images to a 
PC and to print photographs translates to users activities that were previously mostly 
out of their hands and in the hands of film developers. What was once the realm of 
amateur and professional photographers is now depicted as that of the everyday 
photographer or ‘snap shooter’. But on the other hand, advertisers convey that these 
activities are undertaken mostly by men.
When advertisers feature women, they portray them as comparatively passive, 
perhaps gazing into the sky or at something outside of the image frame (e.g. Figure 
4-10), facing the camera or facing men and other women (e.g. Figure 4-11), or 
positioned beside men whilst the latter actively do something visible (e.g. Figure 
4-12). Of the thirty-five women that advertisers feature, only five practice activities 
directly related to digital photography. Of the other thirty, advertisers position five of 
them beside men as the latter operate a camera, and feature twelve of them posing 
to the viewer or staring into space. For example, it is noticeable that the printed 
photographs in Figure 4-9 are of women. Whilst one of the women featured looks out 
of the window of what appears to be a London Hackney Carriage cab (it is not clear 
that she is looking at anything in particular), each of the other two look at the person
48 Although the technology advertised is promoted because of the apparent ability of the owner to look 
at his or her digital photographs on a television, it does illustrate the point I make: that the post capturing 
process, that includes technologies other than digital cameras, is portrayed as a particularly male 
activity.
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taking the photograph. In the contexts of these advertisements, these people are the 
men who are looking at them.
All style. All substance.
you can
i.~ 8 Canon
Figure 4-10 Example of a woman gazing into the sky or at something outside of the
image frame (Canon advertisement)
Figure 4-11 Example of woman looking at the viewer (Fuji promotional brochure)
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Figure 4-12 Example of man operating a digital camera (Panasonic Audio Visual
Magazine 2004 p96)
This section shows that advertisers reinforce and normalise an hierarchical 
classification system in which particular types of technology are constructed and 
classified as naturally male domains and whose ‘natural’ users are therefore men. 
However, this section also shows that advertisers continue this classification through 
to brands. Advertisers construct digital camera brands in ways that make them 
different to some other brands, for example those whose technologies are 
predominantly found in the kitchen. Whilst some brands are constructed to be fairly 
masculine, such as Sony, Canon, Fuji and Panasonic, others are constructed to be 
feminine, for example Hotpoint, Indesit and Hoover. However, at the same time, 
when technologies branded by the former are aimed at women, women are portrayed 
as having a different relationship to those brands and technologies than men.
4.3.5 Users’ characteristics
The standardisation of homes and of men that appear in advertisements reflects a 
more general standardisation of the characteristics of users by advertisers. In 
advertisements I collected, adults are always in their early twenties to mid thirties. 
They are always able bodied (or at least any who are not do not visibly appear to be 
in any way disabled), and all the women and men conform to the ideal body standard 
of thinness that is especially prevalent in advertising (see Cortese 2004, Kilbourne
1994, Rothblum 1994, Wolf 1991, Wooley 1994). Women invariably have long hair 
and wear make-up, and both sexes always have bright white teeth, are fairly tanned 
and white and never have any identifiable physical features such as large noses or 
ears, or body hair that would make them fall outside of the ideal body category in 
western European and North American societies (ibid). Advertisers draw upon 
dominant meanings attached to these bodies -  that they are desirable and ‘normal’ -  
and attach them to the brand and digital camera. Through this, they configure the 
response that they are desirable. I investigate advertisers’ portrayals of the body in 
more detail in the following sub-section.
The body
Four images from advertisements and brochures show cameras worn upon the body, 
for example those in Figure 4-13 for Canon and Sony digital cameras. In L’echange 
symbolique et la mort, Baudrillard argues: “(t)he modern body is a marked body, a 
body marked by the signs of fashion and sexuality” (Baudrillard 1976 p155, 
translated by Kellner 1989 p99, italics in Kellner). He states that, just as members of 
primitive tribes decorated their bodies with the signs of their cultural codes, so 
members of modern societies mark their bodies as belonging to a system of 
signification. Baudrillard discusses this in the context of sexuality and fashion, but 
this is useful because, by placing branded digital cameras upon users’ bodies in 
these images, advertisers portray, and thus construct, the body to be a marked body, 
a signifier to the enabling power of digital cameras that is rooted in their brands.
These images epitomise the degree to which advertising designers depict that digital 
cameras are able to carry people through -  to enable - their everyday lives, 
biographies and self-identities. They convey that digital cameras are, as Lury 
describes the Nike logo that is tattooed onto the thighs of Nike employees, “quite
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literally at the borderline between subject and object” (Lury 2000 p149). Just as 
Baudrillard (1994) explains with regard to the enabling power of technology, 
advertisers portray digital cameras as prosthetics to users’ lives. Carried on the body, 
the message is that users can carry them anywhere and so continue to perfectly 
guarantee their biographical narratives through digital photographs, and thus their 
self-identities.
Figure 4-13 The brand on the borderline between subject and object (Canon 
advertisement, image from a Sony Style Product Catalogue (2002), and an image 
from a Canon brochure (2002), respectively)
As with other bodies that advertisers feature in advertisements for digital cameras, 
the bodies of people in these images are standardised. They are white, young and 
able bodied, and they conform to the ideal body types of thinness in women and 
muscularity in men. The use of the female body is unsurprising, for the female body 
has been a central feature in advertisements for fashion clothing, food, cosmetics, 
exercise and dieting throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-first (Bordo 
1993b, Seid 1994, Wolf 1991, Wooley 1994). Whilst the female body may not be 
associated with any particular brand (although advertisers for the Minolta brand 
employ just a pair of female legs in an advertisement that could belong to almost any 
body that conforms to the ideal female body image [Figure 4-14]), there are
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examples of advertisers attaching brands and their objects to particular women 
whose bodies appear very visible. For example, Kylie Minogue endorses Agent 
Provocateur lingerie (www.agentprovocateur.com) and Claudia Schiffer advertises 
H&M lingerie (www.hm.com).
Figure 4-14 Legs of any ‘ideal’ body. Minolta advertisement
My reading of the near indivisibility that advertisers portray between what digital 
cameras can enable because of their brands on the one hand, and the person and 
self-identity on the other, is made explicit in the advertisement in Figure 4-15 for a 
Pentax digital camera. The design of this advertisement is disturbing because of its 
sexism and racism, which I discuss in more detail below. The image is of a woman 
who appears either Asian or Latin American. She is holding two bras whilst facing 
what appears to be, by the size of the body, a man. After seeing this, my eyes moved 
to the image of the camera and the brand name and then finally the caption, which 
reads, ‘Desirable body with accessories to match’. The text beneath the caption 
describes the branded digital camera. The advertisers have drawn upon dominant 
cultural meanings given to the slim, dark female body and attached them to the
branded digital camera, and so configured a preferred reading that the digital camera 
is an object of desire.
PENTAX
Figure 4-15 ‘Desirable body with accessories to match’. Pentax advertisement
The examples I have given demonstrate advertisers’ general portrayals and thus 
constructions of users and their lives. They illustrate Bordo’s (1993b) notion of how 
knowledge of a body (Bordo gives the example of Cher) prior to its modification 
through plastic surgery along with diet regimes, physical exercise and cosmetics for 
example, becomes distant and vague. The new body -  the ‘ideal’ body image - 
becomes the dominant reality. Just as advertisers conceal the contexts and histories 
of users, they also conceal the histories of bodies upon which branded digital 
cameras appear, so that they portray those bodies solely in terms of them (just as 
Goldman and Papson [1998] argue that the body and person of Michael Jordan is 
portrayed solely in terms of Nike in advertisements for Nike), which are then used to 
promote those brands.
The standardised, ideal body is white, thin and able bodied, however a more 
insidious racism and sexism is also evident in the advertisement for the Pentax digital
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camera. On the one hand, Cortese (2004), Mohanty (1996), Frankenberg and Mani 
(1996) and Thompson (1994) argue that many writers and directors of film, fictional 
novels and advertising, have long constructed Black, Asian and Latino women as the 
‘other’, but also as mysterious, alluring and sexually available to men. On the other 
hand, some feminists have protested against the apparent subjugation of these and 
other non-white women because of the cultures in which the latter live and the 
religions that apparently subject and oppress them (Mohanty 1996). However, both 
have the effect of constructing white women as the real objects of discourse 
because, as du Gay (1996) and Weedon (1997) argue, identity is contingent. White 
and non-white are two categories in a constructed hierarchical classification system 
in which the former is constructed through the construction of the ‘other’. In this 
advertisement, advertisers construct the category ‘white’, and in particular ‘white 
woman’, through its ‘other’, and give it a privileged position over it. Advertisers 
automatically construct the category ‘white woman’ to be liberated, educated and free 
from male domination because of its absence and because of the presence of an 
Asian or Latina woman. Although other advertisements in this chapter feature white 
women, this is the only advertisement in which advertisers portray a woman offering 
her body to the gaze of a man. The only other advertisement that features a non­
white person is one in which a Latin American or Asian male threatens the 
photographer of the image with a broken bottle.
4.3.6 Constructing ‘natural’ users
In advertisements for digital cameras, advertisers define a particular subject position 
for users of brands’ digital cameras -  that of a liberal humanist self that is essential to 
the person and which the person can develop independently of the social world. They 
portray that people are able to enact this subject position through the branded digital 
camera advertised. When they depict that free exercise of choice is placed within the
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grasp of individuals through a particular brand via digital cameras and that choices 
can be realised through it, advertisers conceal how the self and subjectivity are in 
fact subject to competing discourses, social relations and practices, and even desires 
for alternatives to those images presented (Bray 1996, Foucault 1990, Lester 1997, 
Weedon 1997). At the same time that advertisers do this, the life that they offer as a 
choice is a particular life practiced by particular people with particular identities.
When advertisers portray a liberal humanist essential self and a particular choice, 
they claim to know what people ‘naturally’ desire, and convey that they ‘naturally’ 
desire that which is on offer. They construct themselves to be cultural authorities for 
understanding what human beings are and desire, whilst at the same time, they 
construct these notions. Further, when they portray and thus construct users in the 
ways they do, they reinforce dominant discourses about how different social 
relationships should be practiced, and about gender and the body. They draw upon 
dominant meanings attached to those they portray and attach them to branded digital 
cameras in order to configure the preferred reading that they are desirable.
Du Gay (1996) and Hall (1997b) describe how identity can be understood to be 
contingent because it relies for its existence upon something outside of itself. Evans 
(1999) says in the context of disability, the power of significant groups lies in part in 
their ability to define the identity of ‘the other’. Advertisers practice such power when 
they construct an hierarchical classification system or “system of differences” in 
which the identities portrayed are dependent upon what they are not (du Gay 1996 
p47, Hall 1997b). To employ Bowker and Star (1999) and Star (1989) in their studies 
of standardisation and classification, the characteristics and life situations that 
advertisers portray of users conform to and make up the standard or normal category 
whose members are constructed as the ‘natural’ or ‘proper’ users of brands’ digital 
cameras. If these are constructed as proper, then those who are different are
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constructed as the un-standard and abnormal - that is, the ‘residual category’ (Star 
1989). When those featured are constructed as normal, then the rest that are not 
featured are constructed as anomalies and illegitimate. It is not surprising that, as I 
argued at the beginning of this section, advertisers construct their brands’ digital 
cameras to be vehicles for consumers to access the styles of life portrayed. At the 
same time that advertisers construct those who do not fit as deviant, advertisers 
provide the solution for them to fit the images of users that they portray.
4.3.7 Biography and risk
Giddens posits that a person’s sense of self-identity may be unstable because of risk 
and uncertainty that accompany late modernity. Feelings of self identity are fragile 
“because the biography the individual reflexively holds in mind is only one ‘story’ 
among many other potential stories that could be told about her development as a 
self (1991 p53). The person who does not have a stable sense of self-identity may 
lack a consistent feeling of biographical continuity, but the person whose sense of 
self-identity is stable “has a feeling of biographical continuity which she is able to 
grasp reflexively, and, to a greater or lesser degree, communicate to other people” 
(ibid p53). For a stable self-identity, a person “must continually integrate events 
which occur in the external world, and sort them into the ongoing ‘story’ about the 
self so that one has a notion of how one has become (ibid p54).
Advertisers construct digital cameras to be enablers of a coherent biography. They 
portray that they enable users to continually integrate events in their lives and sort 
them into a biography through the camera in the forms of digital photographs. 
Consider these captions from advertisements of different brands’ digital cameras: No 
matter where life takes you, you needn’t miss a single shot” (Sony advertisement), 
“Capture every moment: life is precious. Don’t miss a second of it” (Olympus
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advertisement), “Don’t miss the photo of the year” (Panasonic advertisement), 
“Special moments and experiences deserve to be kept alive” (Samsung 
advertisement), “Capture real life as it happens” and “Life is what you take it” (Casio 
advertisements). Also consider the advertisement in Figure 4-16 for a Canon digital 
camera and printer. It features a man and two women in their mid twenties laughing 
as they look at an image on a digital camera they have previously captured. The 
caption reads ‘Don’t just shoot the fun, share it’. The text beneath includes: “Why wait 
to relive those memorable moments? You can enjoy them immediately with a Canon 
digital camera”.
Figure 4-16 'Don't just shoot the fun, share it' (Canon advertisement)
The role advertisers give to photographs in the construction of people’s relationships, 
biographies and identities ties in with how they promote the ability of users to 
immediately see what they have photographed. For example, a Fuji promotional 
brochure released in 2003 states:
See your pictures as soon as you take them. Never again will you have to wait 
until your pictures are back from the developers to find out if your valuable shots 
came out as you wanted them (no page).
Canon
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In this quote, in the advertisement in Figure 4-16, and in the slogans and captions 
quoted, writers claim that users are able to experience pleasure that is much more 
immediate than the pleasure they were able to experience with analogue digital 
cameras. The moment is not put off. This is a shortening of a gap between desire 
and resolution of that desire (see Falk 1994 for a fuller discussion).
The organisation of a person’s biography and the shortening of this gap can be 
understood in the broader context of how advertisers construct a polarisation 
between analogue and digital photography. During my research, I noted that compact 
35mm cameras and compact digital cameras are both classified as ‘cameras’ in 
advertisements, product catalogues and in shops, and, most often, they are very 
similar in design. As I demonstrate in Chapter 5, designers tend to give them very 
similar standardised dimensional ratios, place their lenses in the middle of the 
camera, and place their viewfinders at the top. This is despite the opportunities that 
are available to them to make designs of digital cameras different to those of 35mm 
compact cameras. However, advertisers of digital cameras make this classification 
hierarchical by portraying that digital cameras are more conducive to constructing 
biographical narratives and identities.
In a discussion of Benjamin’s account of works of art in the age of mechanical 
reproduction (Benjamin 1982), Baudrillard (1994 p99) argues that the “singular 
quality of the here and now” is lost in the work that is serially reproduced through 
mechanical reproduction. The most modern form of this development that Benjamin 
describes occurs in cinema, photography and contemporary mass media, in which, 
Benjamin argues, the original no longer exists. Baudrillard uses cloning as an 
analogy to describe reproduction in post-modernity. This analogy is readily applicable 
to how advertisers portray digital cameras and digital photographs. Olympus
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encourages people to “capture every moment” (Figure 4-17) through a digital camera 
by which the individual can “keep the moment going” (Figure 4-18). According to this, 
the “singular quality of the here and now” lost in mechanical reproduction remains in 
the digital photograph. Advertisers shorten the distance between the moment and the 
image, portraying the moment as just as present to the viewer of the photograph as 
to the person who has the ‘original’ image. The implication - that biographical 
narratives are the sum of one’s moments in terms of how they were experienced -  is 
employed by advertisers to promote their brands’ digital cameras. Advertisers 
configure the interpretation that they are available to consumers. In 4.3.8 I shall show 
why this constructed property of digital cameras and digital photographs is 
problematic.
Figure 4-17 “ Capture every moment” . Olympus advertisement
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Keep the moment going
Cyber shot U
www.sony-europe.com /pocketlife
Figure 4-18 “ Keep the moment going” (Sony Style 06, Autumn/Winter 2002/2003)
Advertisers’ claims about how brands through their respective digital cameras and 
photographs are able to retain the qualities of the moment extend to claims and 
portrayals about how they enable the maintenance of relationships across distances. 
For example: “Digital cameras let you send your pictures across the world in seconds 
using email” (Fuji promotional brochure 2003), and Sony promotes the ‘ease’ with 
which users are able to transfer images to a computer through Sony’s own storage 
media (memory sticks49). Once transferred, users are able to email those images to 
friends and family (Sony Style Product Catalogue 2004).
The ability of users to immediately share photographs across distance illustrates the 
contention of Lash and Urry (1994) of the de-distanciation of late or post-modernity - 
that space and time are compressed, even globally - and that relationships are 
increasingly disembodied because they can be practiced across great distances. But 
practices of emailing and viewing photographs on the internet are both inclusive and
49 A memory stick is flat piece of plastic about 1.5cm by 6cm. It is a is silicon media that is designed for 
a wide range of audio/visual applications including IT-related use (www.memorystick.org Accessed 25 
Nov 2005).
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exclusive. Not only must the recipient have a computer and access to internet 
facilities, he or she must have a relatively fast connection such as ADSL 
(‘broadband’) in order to view them relatively quickly, and the money to pay for them. 
Yet these requisites exist as already given in advertisements, and advertisers 
conceal the problems people may experience in gaining them. For example, in 
October 2004, only 52% of households in the UK were able to access the internet 
from home (Office of National Statistics 2004c), and broadband connections 
accounted for only 36% of all internet connections in the UK (ibid 2004d)
To reinforce their claims, advertisers employ the language of trust. The claim in 
advertisements is that digital photographs ensure memories of events and therefore 
a person’s biography and hence identity. In such material, reliability and how well a 
digital camera belonging to a particular brand can capture the moment or enable 
users’ biographical narratives are important. For example, the slogan in an 
advertisement for a Konica Minolta digital camera reads: “The world’s fastest start-up 
time means you’ll never miss the moment”. A slogan in a series of advertisements for 
Olympus cameras reads: “Life is precious: don’t miss a second of it”.
Thus, advertisers make brands compete with each other as ‘trust systems’ (Giddens 
1991) over the claim of being the brand through which individuals can best reflexively 
organise their everyday lives and thus construct their biographies and self-identities. 
Whilst for Giddens (1991), trust and expert systems are social scientific and systems 
of self-therapy, for Lash and Urry (1996) they include aesthetic expert systems such 
as visual art, literature, music, film and television. Missing from these lists of expert 
systems are brands.
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4.3.8 The social organisation of photography
Advertisers communicate that the digital photographs a person captures through a 
brand’s digital cameras enable a fixed and unmediated biography, are windows to 
the past, and ‘keep the moment going’. By making such claims, advertisers conceal 
that digital cameras and photographs might not be the only means of obtaining a 
biography. But also, they conceal how moments are subject to events and relations 
practiced in front of and behind cameras, as I have already argued. Further, such 
claims presume that photographs people take are not subject to any form of editing 
and control. Chalfen (1998) discusses how people edit photographs, and transform, 
accumulate, arrange or rearrange them. These can lead to different interpretations by 
those who view them. People may retouch, frame, duplicate and enlarge 
photographs. A person might cut a photograph with scissors, so deleting particular 
parts of the image. A person might write upon a photograph, never show it, dispose 
of it or hide it. So, what happens to the moment when a person practices similar 
things with digital photographs? Some journalists have argued that digital 
photographs make stories about events even more unreliable, or that they even 
‘erase history’ because they can be easily deleted, invisibly altered through editing 
software (so that any alteration can not be identified), or made inaccessible because 
of obsolete technology if they are not printed (e.g. BBCi 2001, Rubens 2002). But 
implicit within such arguments, as in advertisers claims and portrayals, is that 
photographs are the only way in which people remember events and that somehow, 
printed photographs tell ‘truer’ stories of real life events.
Further, Chalfen asks, who initiates, promotes or restricts the activity of viewing 
snapshots or photo albums? When do these events take place and where? What 
other kinds of behaviour or social activities accompany the viewing of photographs? 
What are the social relationships between those who take photographs, those who
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appear in them, and those who subsequently view them? Chalfen argues that these 
activities can be closely related to editing photographs, for example through the 
stories that are told, when particular photographs are stressed over others, and the 
length of time given to different images. These questions are important because they 
illustrate how social relationships and the activities of others impact upon how 
photographs are interpreted and thus a person’s biography. They conflict with 
advertisers’ portrayals that digital cameras and digital photographs enable a 
particular biography of the self, which is fixed and unmediated. They illustrate how 
biographies are flexible, fluid and open to change because of new experiences and 
social relationships.
Chalfen’s arguments and questions reflect Giddens’ assertion that people continually 
revise their biographical narratives according to new experiences that re-shape 
meanings attached to past experiences (Giddens 1991). Chalfen clearly 
demonstrates that photographs and the events they depict are socially organised on 
a continual basis. Digital cameras do not give true representations of events captured 
by their users. Neither do they fix stories of those events. Rather, stories are 
interpretive. Advertisers portray that digital cameras and digital photographs have 
particular capacities that lie in their brands, but Chalfen demonstrates how processes 
of making and showing photographs are fluid, contextual and socially produced. If a 
person’s self-identity is formed reflexively in terms of his or her own biography, then, 
as I argued in Chapter 2, a person’s identity is unfixed. It follows that users form and 
reform identities as they take, edit, visit and revisit photographs, and in turn, their 
identities inform how they practice digital cameras and interpret photographs.
When advertisers portray that users are able to attain what advertisers construct to 
be desirable, they conceal the persistence and constraints of social relations and 
dominant discourses that are related to, for example, the economy, disability, age,
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gender and ethnicity, some of which advertisers uphold. Advertisers portray that, like 
the Nike basketball commercial discussed in Chapter 2, transcending them is merely 
a matter of buying a digital camera from a particular brand. Further, when they 
conceal their persistence, advertisers convey that challenges to practices of 
discrimination and marginalisation against people who are classified as imperfect are 
unnecessary. Practices of advertisers that normalise the absence of some features of 
actual people’s lives and construct them to be undesirable are themselves practices 
of marginalisation and discrimination. For example, by not featuring women say of 
size 18 or a person in a wheelchair, and featuring thin and able bodied men and 
women, advertisers construct the former as undesirable and portray that they are 
able to provide the vehicle for obtaining what is desirable no matter how unrealistic 
such a claim might be.
What then should be done? I suggest that advertisers could begin to include the 
kinds of people they portray and construct as the ‘other’, and publish advertisements 
that feature such people in publications whose readerships are diverse, and not, for 
example, on a website solely aimed at gay men. Benetton is an obvious example of a 
brand whose advertisements have included images that do not conform to dominant 
themes in advertising (Lury 2000). However, my position should not be taken as a 
desire for what Star calls a “chimera of infinite flexibility” (1991 p37). Star states that 
claims to flexibility can be claims to universality -  claims that everyone is taken into 
account. She argues that such a claim is dangerous because it hides those who do 
not fit. She argues that expanding the exhaustive search for ‘special needs’ until they 
are all catered for is an illusion because there are always people who do not fit. 
Nevertheless, by including some of the people advertisers screen out, advertisers 
would begin to challenge the hierarchical classifications they have helped to 
construct and which they reinforce.
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4.4 Conclusion
By centring my investigation upon brands and branding, I have been able to gain a 
new insight into and extend an analysis of how a technology is constructed. Unlike 
previous investigations of technologies, this chapter has paid attention to the roles 
given to brands and branding in advertisements. Branding is a method for 
constructing, organising and differentiating digital cameras through slogans, logos 
and aesthetics. Brands that retail similar objects form a classification system in which 
each brand can be understood in terms of other brands in that system.
Branding can also be a practice of concealment. Advertisers construct digital 
cameras to be enablers of users’ biographical narratives and identities, but they 
convey that their constructed capacities are rooted in their brands. However, I do not 
hold that brands actually have agency. They do not have any inherent capacities or 
capabilities. Rather, I have shown that advertisers give them capacities when they 
speak for them. When they do this, they configure preferred readings of them.
When advertisers portray that the capacities that they give to a digital camera draw 
from its brand, they conceal their construction and thereby naturalise them. When 
advertisers conceal contexts of users’ actual lives, they configure a preferred 
interpretation that the characteristics, identities and lives of users are linked to 
brands. When advertisers feature particular users with particular lives and ways of 
being, they marginalise and make illegitimate alternative subject positions and 
practices of everyday life, and those who do not fit the physical and gendered 
characteristics of users they portray. They do this even though such subject 
positions, practices and characteristics may help to inform personal and shared 
biographies and self-identities of actual users. Thus, the construction of digital 
cameras by advertisers is not a neutral exercise: it involves processes of
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standardisation and a construction of an hierarchical classification system and 
system of meanings.
For advertisers’ practices to be successful, advertisers depend upon viewers making 
correct interpretations. Advertisers are only able to configure preferred readings; they 
are not able to determine readings. So, what are some of the interpretations and 
practices of different people with regard to cameras and their brands? Establishing 
what is preferred, normalised, standardised and concealed in advertisements has set 
the scene for investigating the Sony brand and branding in retail sites and the 
DigiCam community.
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Chapter 5 Sony Centres I
5.1 Introduction
In this chapter and the next I investigate the Sony brand and the roles given to it in 
Sony Centres. In 5.2 I examine the ways in which Sony Dealing and interior and 
exterior designers attempt to organise Sony Centres. I shall show how through 
practices of branding and other forms of standardised design, exterior and interior 
designers of Sony Centres configure customers to associate Sony Centres, the 
practices of staff and Sony technologies with the brand and the meanings 
constructed around it.
In 5.3 I show how some of the success of branding, design and marketing in Sony 
Centres lies in the activities of staff. In 5.4 I examine how Sony Dealing prescribes 
and regulates how staff and managers should organise objects and products in Sony 
Centres. Much of the last chapter was about claims made about brands and their 
objects. In this chapter and the next, there is a greater emphasis upon the material 
and physical aspects of different agents’ work. How staff talk about Sony products is 
very important, but as Pettinger says in her study of women retail workers fashion 
retail (2006), reducing the construction of meaning to this would conceal much of 
their work.
In 5.5 I discuss how Sony Centres are designed for particular types of customers. For 
those who do not fit this standard, Sony Centres can be distinctively unstable places. 
By drawing upon my own experiences, I present an account of how I do not always fit
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these designs and how I attempt to get by or ‘make do' (de Certeau 1984). In the 
review of literature, I described how de Certeau’s notion of tactics might be useful for 
understanding consumers’ practices. In this section, I question the degree to which 
de Certeau’s notion of tactics can be used for describing practices that do not 
correspond with strategies.
*
5.2 Constructing Sony Centres 
5.2.1 Design
AM System50 is the company made responsible by Sony for implementing its exterior 
and interior design plans for Sony Centres in the UK. On its website, Fitch 
Worldwide51 - one of Britain’s most successful design companies 
(www.adbrands.net)- explains that the goal of retail space design is to “deliver 
compelling and unique environments and experiences that will engage... customers 
with a memorable brand experience, that will help build long-lasting relationships 
with... customers”52. Fitch and Woudhuysen - the directors of Fitch Worldwide -  
argue that good retail design should deliver an exciting, stimulating environment for 
customers. They claim that through design, retailers are able to capture “the 
consumer’s imagination... (Design) is about touching people in the heart as well as in 
their pockets” (Fitch and Woudhuysen 1987 p15).
50 Other clients include Shop @ Panasonic, Microsoft, Aiwa, Intersport and Kodak Express 
(www.amsystem.co.uk. Accessed 13 Sep 2004).
51 Fitch Worldwide describes itself as a highly multi-disciplinary firm. Its work includes: brand strategy 
and communications, consumer environments, interactive design, live events, packaging, product 
development, and trend and style forecasting. Clients have included Debenhams, Marks and Spencer, 
Virgin, Audi, Nokia and Swatch (www.fitchww.com. Accessed 24 Nov 2004).
52 www.fitchww.com/practices.asp?id=3 (Accessed 5 Nov 2004).
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These quotes are similar to comments by the Sony Centre managers I interviewed. 
They argued that they depend greatly upon customers revisiting their Sony Centres 
to buy new products. The manager of Sony Centre B explained that it is not sufficient 
to “just get a sale”. Rather, he claimed that by providing a pleasing environment for 
customers, he and his staff hope to build customer loyalty so that customers will 
return to purchase further Sony products. The value that designers and writers from 
marketing give to shopping environments (du Gay 1996, Featherstone 1991, Fitch 
and Woudhuysen 1987, Goldman and Papson 1998) explains why Sony Dealing 
invests considerable amounts of money on furnishing the interiors of Sony Centres. 
For example, one manager reported that interior costs for the store he managed 
totalled approximately three quarters of a million pounds when it was fitted out quite 
recently.
It is clear from the above quotes that retail designs are strategic because they are 
attempts to configure particular and proper interpretations and experiences. When 
undertaken for a chain of stores, design can also involve standardisation in order to 
maintain a consistent branded environment for customers. For example, the work 
performed by Fitch Worldwide for Debenhams since 2000 is about maintaining a 
consistent “brand and shopping experience” across its stores53. In this chapter, I 
show how Sony Centre retail design is both strategic and standardised.
Exterior design
Upon entering into a Sony Centre Dealership Agreement, AM System fits out the 
entire frontage of a Sony Centre according to a standardised set of logos, colours,
53 www.fitchww.com/case_studies-page-average.asp? pagemode=10& practicesid=3&id=116 
(Accessed 5 Nov 2004).
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materials, fixtures and fittings provided by Sony Dealing (Manager, Sony Centre B)54. 
Thus, on the one hand, no room exists for internal and external designers to act 
otherwise, as this might undermine differences that are constructed between the 
Sony brand and other brands, and Sony Centres and other retail stores. On the 
other, when interior and exterior designers give priority to the Sony brand in Sony 
Centres, they configure the preferred reading that branded objects are 
understandable in terms of the Sony brand. By portraying that they originate with the 
brand, they naturalise the Sony brand to make it appear un-constructed. As I argued 
in the last chapter, branding is partly a practice of concealment. These designers 
conceal their own work that goes into its construction and therefore that the brand is 
a construction.
A bank of white appears along each of the store frontages I visited. On all of them, 
the words ‘Sony Centre’ appear in the same font and grey colour (for examples see 
Figure 5-1 and Figure 5-2). A smaller square of dark blue appears on this bank. The 
Sony logo appears on this square in white lettering. The Sony logo always appears in 
the same serif font, and this logo is used on all Sony products (for example, the Sony 
Walkman [du Gay 1997]), literature (for example the Sony Style catalogue55) and 
web sites (for example, www.sony.net,www.sony.co.uk). On Sony Centre frontages, 
the colour of the Sony logo is always either white on a dark blue background, or dark 
blue on a white background.
This square of dark blue extends beyond the bottom of the bank of white so that it is 
immediately above the entrance or above the window glass. Perpendicular to the
54 Apart from those that are concessions (at Harrods and Pearsons), and the Sony Centre on North 
Audley Street whose planning regulations restrict changing the façade of the building (visit 4).
55 See Chapter 4.
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bank of white, and so projecting onto the street, is a sign with the same Sony logo on 
the same shade of blue. This sign is positioned on each Sony Centre so that it can 
be seen as one walks along the street towards it.
— miiirnwnfiiiiif <iMniim* iTnHiaa "vf -
Figure 5-1 Shop frontage of Sony Centre, Baker Street
Figure 5-2 Shop frontage of Sony Centre, Kensington High Street
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Figure 5-3 Shop fronts of John Lewis, Oxford St; and Micro Anvika, Tottenham Court 
Rd, featuring different logos and aesthetics from those of Sony Centres
Ball says of some photographs of shop signages he analysed in his research, 
“locating ... signs prominently in the front of... buildings invites viewers to see them 
as having something to say or as providing some information about that building or 
context. [They] are analogous to the labels on purchased packaged commodities 
which indicate the contents” (Ball 1998 p144). From my observation of the words 
Sony Centre, I understand that agents at Sony Dealing and at AM System attempt to 
continue to reinforce a stable, homogeneous region or classification, by making Sony 
Centre spaces sufficiently different from other retail spaces, which those who 
experience them should understand. They construct, classify and identify those 
spaces as particular spaces -Sony Centre spaces. By positioning the Sony logo 
above the doorway (positioned here it is like an Entrance sign) at each Sony Centre, 
these agents construct objects inside to be Sony products in particular. Sony Centres 
are not spaces for the Panasonic, Philips, Canon or Fuji brands, whose owners 
produce and/or brand similar high technology consumer products, and they are not 
Shop @ Panasonic stores, Dixons’ stores, John Lewis stores, or Micro Anvika stores 
(see Figure 5-3).
The design of the frontages of Sony Centres, which consist of a small number of 
words in fairly simple typefaces against plain, uncluttered and comparatively large
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backgrounds, suggests simplicity, exclusivity and affluence. This design suggests 
that, as in the advertisement in Figure 4-3 (which I discuss in more detail on Page 
151), the Sony brand deserves this expense and deserves to be privileged. This 
construction of value helps to make the Sony brand a premium brand. Sony Centre 
signages are similar to those of Bang and Olufsen stores (for example, Figure 5-4), 
and they contrast with the signages for Micro Anvika (Figure 5-3, right) and other 
high technology stores on Tottenham Court Road in Figure 5-6, that are more 
cluttered.
Figure 5-4 Example of a frontage of a Bang and Olufsen Store
However, attempts to produce an homogeneous classification of Sony Centres that is 
distinct from other high technology retail outlets, and attempts to construct a 
consistent interpretation of Sony objects and Sony Centres are slightly destabilised at 
the North Audley Street Sony Centre. During one of my visits to this store, a staff 
member informed me that Sonex57, the company that owns this franchise, was 
refused permission by the owners of the property to include the Sony Centre signage 
outside the store. Thus, only the word Sony appears (Figure 5-5). It is not obvious
56 www.bando.co.uk (Accessed 1 Oct 2006).
57 Sonex Communications PLC owns 28 other Sony Centres, 27 of which are outside London 
(telephone conversation with Sonex representative October 2004).
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that this store is a Sony Centre and therefore that it has the same links with Sony that 
other Sony Centres have and the same claims to customer service, exclusivity and 
provisions of staff training (that I explore in this and the next chapter). Because this 
store only features the Sony logo, similarities between it and the retail outlet in Figure 
5-6 that is not a Sony Centre are greater than similarities between it and other Sony 
Centres. It was only because the store is advertised as a Sony Centre in the Yellow 
Pages that I recognised it as a Sony Centre.
Figure 5-5 An un-standardised Sony Centre (North Audley Street)
Figure 5-6 Store adjacent to the Tottenham Court Road Sony Centre that features the 
Sony logo but which retails differently branded technologies
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Window display
How staff members, in consultation with Sony Dealing, display objects in the 
windows of Sony Centres is also strategic. This is because through it, they establish 
parameters for particular interpretations. Sony Dealing prescribes how staff members 
should position objects according to regulations set out in the Sony Centre Handbook 
and according to direct instructions from Sony Dealing agents. (I analyse this in more 
detail in Chapter 6).
As a case study, consider the window display featured in Figure 5-7 that appeared in 
the Queensway Sony Centre (visit 3). This display is similar to some other Sony 
Centre displays, for example at Kensington High Street and Tottenham Court Road.
It features a CD Walkman (left, bottom) and a Mini-Disc Walkman (right, top), a 
digital camcorder (right, middle) and a digital camera (right, bottom, and enlarged), 
none of which are visibly in operation.
Figure 5-7 Window display at Sony Centre, Queensway, with digital camera display
enlarged (right)
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Figure 5-8 Window display at Jessops, Ealing
In order to further understand this window display, and especially how the digital 
camera is presented, I compared it with the window display in the Jessops camera 
shop that is sited opposite the Ealing Sony Centre (Figure 5-8). In the Jessops’ 
display, the digital cameras are squeezed together, filling the space available. In the 
Sony Centre window display, the fixture designer has given much more attention to 
presentation and aesthetics. It is designed so that the digital camera it encases is 
positioned on its own in a comparatively large space, on a plinth and against an 
orange backdrop, and is framed by a grey rectangle. How staff have presented it is 
similar to how advertisers present the Sony Walkman in an advertisement that du 
Gay et al analyse and which appears in Figure 4-3. In this advertisement, the Sony 
Walkman takes up about only a fifth of the ad-space, the rest of which is nearly 
empty.
Du Gay et a/argue that leaving most of the ad-space blank in this advertisement is 
“deliberately wasteful and extravagant” (du Gay et al 1997 p31). They posit that by 
doing this, the advertising designer communicates that the Sony Walkman deserves 
this expense and deserves to be privileged. Similarly, the designer of the space in 
the Sony Centre window display privileges the digital camera and configures viewers 
to understand that it deserves to take up valuable display space.
Du Gay et al base their interpretation upon the Sony Walkman itself -  on the design 
of the Sony Walkman and the Walkman’s constructed meanings. However, this 
analysis can be extended by paying attention to the Sony brand. Because of the 
priority given to the Sony brand through branding, I argue that the official 
interpretation is that the Sony Walkman and the Sony digital camera deserve to be 
privileged because they are Sony products in particular. Thus, this display configures 
a preferred interpretation in which the viewer draws meanings constructed for the 
Sony brand and attaches them to the Sony digital camera. On the other hand, the 
designer continues to construct meanings for the Sony brand through this display, 
and meanings constructed for the brand should reflect back onto the object. This 
display reinforces and continues to configure interpretations that include exclusivity, 
style, attention to detail, and quality and reliable design.
The construction of this display can be further understood with recourse to Bowker 
and Star (1991). By organising each object into separate cabinets, those who placed 
them there configure the interpretation that each object is understandable in terms of 
each other object in the display. This organisation reinforces how they are classified 
elsewhere, for example in displays inside Sony Centres and in other retail 
environments, and in product catalogues (such as in the Sony Style catalogue, in 
which each item is given a different label and appears in demarcated sections). I 
continue to investigate how agents position objects in the following sub-section.
Interior design
Designers at AM System construct objects sold in Sony Centres as Sony products in 
particular when they make the Sony logo conspicuous throughout all Sony Centres, 
for example on Sony Store furnishings, walls, graphics and information labels that
152
appear directly beside objects. For examples, see Figure 5-9. By making the Sony 
logo so visible, interior designers, managers and staff prioritise the Sony brand and 
configure customers to draw upon meanings constructed for it and Sony products, 
that I have described, and attach these meanings to Sony objects and Sony Centres. 
Thus, according to the manager of Sony Centre B, each Sony Centre manager is 
directed in the Sony Centre handbook to maintain a distance of about one metre 
between wherever the Sony logo appears on an internal furnishing or marketing 
object and any other object not related to that furnishing or object.
153
15
4

Designers configure preferred readings through branding. However, branding 
extends beyond exterior and interior design, to encompass the work of Sony Centre 
staff. In the next Chapter I discuss the roles that staff play in maintaining Sony Centre 
retail spaces. In the next section, I examine how staff members help to reinforce and 
construct meanings for the Sony brand, Sony products and Sony Centres.
5.3 The roles of staff
In her ethnographic account of fashion retail, Pettinger (2004) argues that staff are 
fundamental to the success of clothing retail brands. Similarly, staff at Sony Centres 
are crucial to the success of the Sony brand in Sony Centres. Sony products do not 
have innate attributes, but gain attributes when staff members talk about them.
Acting as a customer, I asked members of staff in each Sony Centre why I should 
buy a Sony digital camera in particular. Staff communicated that the Sony brand and 
its technologies are different to other brands and their products. For example, at 
Sony Centre A, a member of staff told me that Sony products are always “reliable 
and dependable” (white male, mid 20s). At Sony Centre J, I was told that Sony 
cameras combine good quality with good visual design58 (visit 2, Asian male, early 
30s). The staff member emphasised that the design of Sony cameras is unique: “only 
Sony products look Sony”. Like Sony advertisers, he traced the design back to the 
Sony brand. Similarly, a staff member at Sony Centre H stated, “Sony has always 
produced products that do something new. They are always one step ahead of other 
makes” (White male, late 20s, visit 3). Like advertisers, staff members employ the
58 Also see Monopolies and Mergers Commission (1997) in which Sony and other suppliers of high 
technology goods employ almost the same adjectives. They report that brand names act as a ready 
signal of quality and reliability.
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brand to configure proper interpretations, and they reinforce and continue to 
construct meanings for the brand.
After I asked why I should buy a digital camera from a Sony Centre in particular, staff 
gave the consistent reason that Sony Centres only sell Sony technologies. At Sony 
Centre E, the member of staff told me: “We only sell Sony, and so you know you will 
get good quality and well made equipment” (visit 3, Asian male early 20s). At Sony 
Centre H, a staff member explained, “When people see the Sony sign above the 
door, people know we only sell Sony. We sell Sony because people know Sony 
makes good TVs and digital cameras. Sony is very innovative” (Asian male early 
20s). This quote reinforces my argument that the Sony logo, when placed outside 
Sony Centres, acts as a point of contact or interface between people on the outside -  
potential customers -  and the retail space and objects within. For these staff 
members, the Sony brand predominantly differentiates Sony Centres from other retail 
stores, and Sony technologies from those of other brands. They root meanings they 
construct for Sony Centres in the Sony brand.
Staff members at Sony Centres A (visit 1) and J (visit 2) stated that, in addition to the 
‘good quality’, ‘reliable’ and ‘stylish’ Sony products each Sony Centre retails, the 
most important experience a customer will encounter when she or he enters a Sony 
Centre is ‘good service’ (White male, early twenties, Asian male, mid-twenties). This 
is because staff members “know the products” and because staff members receive 
regular product training (Sony Centre A, White male, mid 20s). Although the same 
Sony products are available elsewhere, Sony staff across all the Sony Centres I 
visited stressed the importance of after sales service. If I were to buy a Sony camera 
from one of their stores then I would be able to take it into any Sony Centre for repair 
if a subsequent technical problem arose. However, this facility would not be available 
if I were to buy it outside of the Sony Centre network of stores. Thus, these staff
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members employed customer service in order to differentiate Sony Centres from 
other stores that sell Sony products. Sony products are superior to products 
belonging to other brands, but customers’ and users’ experiences are improved upon 
by the service available in Sony Centres.
5.4 Browsing
In this section I continue to show that staff members are integral to making the Sony 
brand successful when they organise Sony objects in Sony Centres. Meanings of 
Sony and its technologies are not only constructed and maintained through talk, but 
also through the maintenance and presentation of material artefacts. Such practices 
as, for example, organising objects according to instructions from Sony Dealing are 
strategic, because through them, they configure proper ways of browsing Sony 
Centres and interpreting the Sony brand and objects therein. By constructing a 
consistent environment for visitors across Sony Centres, and by making the Sony 
brand so visible, Sony Dealing, staff and managers configure customers to interpret 
these environments in terms of meanings constructed for the Sony brand.
For an example of a layout of a Sony Centre, see Figure 5-10. In this store the 
service desk forms a small space amid Sony products sold in the store. This 
arrangement is very similar to those across all the Sony Centres I visited. It contrasts 
with the Scottish Tourist Office investigated by Brown (2004). In the Tourist Office, 
there was a front area that had displays with information for the public and a shop to 
buy tourist trinkets. However, the desk was more centrally located than desks at 
Sony Centres, and it ran the whole width of the office, separating the front area from 
the rear. In contrast with the Sony Centres I visited, the tourist office was designed 
for people to queue in order to obtain information. In Sony Centres, a much greater 
emphasis is placed upon browsing. Sony Centres are configured in such ways that
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customers should begin to browse when they enter them. Thus, during my fieldwork,
I observed some of the success of Sony Dealing’s strategies when I saw a common 
practice emerge from customers’ behaviour. Often, customers entered stores and, 
instead of heading straight for the service desks, immediately decreased their 
walking speed, walked either to the right or the left, and then began moving along 
displays of objects. Customers did this even if it appeared that they wanted to talk to 
a member of staff. For example during a visit to Sony Centre E (visit 1), a woman in 
her mid forties entered the store, moved slowly to her left and then gradually walked 
along and looked at a horizontal display of laptop computers. After about twenty 
seconds, she arrived at the service desk to ask about different hi-fi headphones for 
use at home.
Self-service developed in the post war period (Bowlby 2000) and now dominates 
chain store retailing. I argue that the intended behaviour of Sony Centre customers to 
browse entails a form of self-service, although, unlike in fashion retail and 
supermarkets (Bowlby 2000, Pettinger 2004), most objects that customers encounter 
are only for display and for customers to try. Thus, unlike the fashion retail stores in 
Pettinger’s studies, customers’ configured activities require self-service by customers 
and personal service by staff. This is different to fashion retail, in which stores can be 
differentiated according to whether they expect self-service from customers or 
whether they provide personal service (Pettinger 2004). Therefore, on the one hand, 
Sony Centre staff are ‘silent salesman’ (Bowlby 2000), and customers work when 
they browse and select products. This is a ‘work transfer’ from paid employees to 
unpaid customers (Glazer 1993), whilst at the same time, this work is also a form of 
consumption. A blurring of work and consumption by customers takes place.
However, on the other hand, staff have to provide personal service when they 
approach customers, enquire about them and what they may want, make a sale and 
collect the item from storage.
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A large CRT or TFT59 television is placed at the middle of the front of nearly every 
store I visited. Most often, it shows a film or a news channel such as BBC News 24 or 
Sky News. A staff member at Sony Centre F explained the strategy behind this 
placement. It should be visible to shoppers from outside the store so that customers 
should see it and enter the store (Asian male early 20s). However, under instructions 
from Sony Dealing, staff display the range of televisions available at a Sony Centre 
further back, most often right at the back of the store. Staff members display other 
video equipment such as DVD and VCR Players adjacent to televisions. They 
position hi-fi separates, such as Amplifiers and CD Players, close to the front of the 
store. They place smaller and more regularly sold items, such as Digital cameras, 
Digital Camcorders and CD, Cassette and Mini-Disc Walkman, at the front of each 
store. Walkmans are displayed in their own individual compartments in cabinets 
dedicated to them. Furniture designers decorate each compartment either pink or 
blue. Digital cameras and camcorders are displayed either together, behind glass 
doors and on glass shelves, or beside each other in separate cabinets. The manager 
of Sony Centre B explained that Sony Dealing instruct staff to position popular items 
at the front of each store in order to draw people into it. As a visitor progresses 
through a Sony Centre, products become more expensive.
59 Cathode Ray Tube, and Thin Film Transistor, respectively.
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Figure 5-10 Layout of Sony Centre Brent Cross. Taken from field notes 23 Oct 2003
When staff members and managers separate different types of objects, they continue 
to construct and reinforce the product classification system I discussed with
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reference to the window display at Queensway Sony Centre. However, when they 
position separately objects that might reasonably be considered similar, they 
construct them as different, and even position them in a different classification 
system altogether. For example, by not physically positioning a CD Walkman 
alongside a Hi-Fi CD player, they construct the former as different and not even 
belonging to the same classification system. Whilst staff and managers may reinforce 
and continue to construct a classification system by positioning a Hi-Fi CD player 
alongside other Hi-Fi separates, which together help to form one classification 
system, they position a CD Walkman in a different classification system. When staff 
position a Walkman alongside other Walkman and label it a CD Walkman, they 
reinforce and continue to construct the Sony Walkman and the classification into 
which advertisers put it. It is a mobile technology for use ‘on the move’ (see du Gay 
et al 1997), and thus not a piece of equipment that a user should attach to an 
amplifier and use in the home in a fixed position, although a user feasibly can.
Agents classify and so continue to construct different technologies through their 
positioning and through interior design. In so doing, they configure customers’ 
knowledge of them. Their practices are strategic.
Strategic practices continue when Sony Centre staff organise products in particular 
ways that they have already classified together. In the following two photographs that 
I took on the first floor of the Tottenham Court Road Sony Centre, staff members 
order Sony Vaio laptop computers according to what the manager of this Sony 
Centre called ‘Price Logic’. At the top of the stairs that lead from the ground floor (to 
the left of the first photograph but out of shot), staff positioned the cheapest laptops, 
but as I moved along the laptops, then they increased in price. The manager 
explained that as the browser moves gradually through prices of a particular range of 
products, price differences should appear small to the customer. He explained that
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the intention behind this organisation is that customers will be more likely to consider 
buying a slightly more expensive product.
The term ‘Price Logic’ does not appear in marketing literature. However, the strategy 
is evident in other retail stores I visited during my research (outside of the Sony 
Centre chain). Despite this similarity, processes of organising similar products at 
Sony Centres are far less complex than at other stores. The manager of the 
Tottenham Court Sony Centre explained that he believed visitors would automatically 
browse a line of products because of the exercise of Price Logic. However, other 
retailers have the options of organising very similar products by brand or a 
combination of brand and price. For example, at John Lewis in Oxford Street, digital 
cameras are organised according to brand. Organising objects only by price enables 
Sony Centre managers to more closely organise a preferred browsing experience 
because of the absence of differently branded products that would otherwise make 
the organisation of browsing experiences more complicated.
Figure 5-11. An example of horizontal organisation and ‘Price Logic from left to right
(Tottenham Court Road, First Floor)
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Another element of Price Logic at Sony Centres is vertical organisation. Across the 
Sony Centres I investigated, staff organise digital cameras, camcorders, Walkman 
(apart from Mini-Disc Walkman) and personal digital assistants vertically on glass 
shelves in glass-fronted units. Consider the displays for digital cameras and 
camcorders in Figure 5-12. There are very similar displays in all the stores I visited.
In vertical organisation, small objects take up less space than if they were 
horizontally organised. The manager of Sony Centre B explained that vertical 
organisation is also useful for Price Logic because through it, staff are able to 
strategically organise those objects that Sony Dealing and managers want to 
promote the most. Thus in all the stores I visited, managers and staff position the 
most expensive digital cameras and camcorders on shelves that are approximately 
five and a half feet above the ground -  just below eye level of a person of average 
height. They position other digital cameras and camcorders above and below this 
height. Most often, they place older models below. When agents practice Price Logic, 
they configure consumers to most easily view more expensive objects. They 
establish particular parameters for customers’ activities.
Figure 5-12 Vertical organisation of objects (Kings Road)
The standardisation of Sony Centres, that includes product display, is an attempt by 
Sony Dealing to construct a consistent brand experience so that customers associate
Sony Centre spaces and Sony objects therein with the Sony brand. However, in the 
following section, I describe how standardisation across Sony Centres does not 
always fit the characteristics of customers.
5.5 Encountering classifications
5.5.1 Customers
Standardised product displays are organised for a particular, standard customer, just 
as digital cameras are constructed in advertisements for a particular, standard 
person. Standardisation of Sony Centres configures particular interpretations, 
knowledge and, crucially, activities. However, as Star explains, standardised 
environments can be unstable for users who do not fit them. Using McDonalds as an 
example, Star argues, “McDonalds appears to be an ordinary universal, ubiquitous 
chain. Unless you are vegetarian, on a salt-free diet, keep kosher, eat organic foods” 
(1991 p37, italics in original), because McDonalds is unable to cater for you. For Star, 
McDonalds is distinctly unstable because she is allergic to onions.
Wheelchair users
For wheelchair users, Sony Centres can be unstable and a source of trouble. How 
products are displayed is surprising, in part because of the stress that Sony Centre 
staff and the Sony Centre website place upon customer service. For example, the 
height of display units upon which Sony laptops are placed in the Tottenham Court 
Road Sony Centre (Figure 5-11) are about 1.3m from the ground -  above head 
height of wheelchair users. As with similar displays across Sony Centres, wheelchair 
users would find browsing these objects difficult because they do not conform to the 
constructed norm with regard to height and mobility. Vertical organisation is just as 
unsuitable for wheelchair users because Sony Dealing instructs staff to position
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camcorders, digital cameras and Walkman on display shelves that are up to over 2m 
above ground level (for example Figure 5-9). Like McDonalds, Sony Centres are only 
stable and ordered for those who “are members of the community of practice who 
form/use/maintain” them, that is, those who fit recognised and catered for 
classifications (Star 1991 p43). Sony Centres screen out a number of possible 
customers because of how they are standardised.
Problems that people with limited movement would experience in Sony Centres may 
help to explain why I did not encounter a single person in a wheelchair during any of 
my visits to Sony Centres. This might be a general reflection of the difficultly that 
wheelchair users experience in retail environments and thus why they are less likely 
to visit them (Kaufman 1995, Meyers et al 2002). However, my findings are 
unexpected because wheelchair access is provided at some of the Sony Centres I 
visited (the Sony Centres at Brent Cross, North Audley Street, Putney and 
Tottenham Court Road). Thus Sony Centres are stable for wheelchair users at one 
moment, but not at another.
Why is this the case? The Disability Discrimination Act 1995 states that all retailers 
should provide wheelchair access by October 200460. Given that the Tottenham 
Court Road Sony Centre opened in 2002, the decision to include wheelchair access 
is not surprising. Further, the owners of the Brent Cross Shopping Centre pride 
themselves on their access to the disabled61. Firstly, the Disability Discrimination Act 
1995 is limited in its scope, and secondly, how customer service is constructed does 
not extend to catering for people in wheelchairs throughout each Sony Centre store.
60 www.hmso.gov.uk/acts/ actsl 995/1995050.htm (Accessed 6 November 2004).
61 See http://www.brentcross.co.uk/customer/customer.asp (Accessed 30 Nov 2005).
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One might therefore suggest that Sony Dealing should make changes to internal 
furniture, and replace vertical organisation with a form of organisation in which every 
object is displayed about one metre above the ground. But such a reorganisation 
would create special needs, for example in those who are of average height but who 
are unable to crouch in order to view objects. Star (1991) argues: “expanding the 
exhaustive search for ‘special needs’ until they are all tailored or customised” is an 
“illusion” because there are always “misfits between standardised... systems and the 
needs of individuals (1991 p36) - that is, those who are screened out. Changes to 
how Sony Centres are designed may be desirable -  certainly for wheelchair users -  
but Star states that claims to flexibility can be claims to universality, that all needs 
have finally been met, and thus that everyone is taken into account. She argues that 
such a claim is dangerous because it hides those who do not fit. However, my 
research shows that even when agents take into account people with special needs, 
this might be only temporary. A claim that wheelchair users have been taken into 
account can be dangerous because, whilst at one time a Sony Centre caters for a 
wheelchair user since it has wheelchair access, at another it does not because 
objects are positioned out of his or her vision.
Wheelchair users do not disrupt and make fallible configured brand experiences 
because my research shows that they tend not to visit Sony Centres. However, I 
want to draw upon my experiences of being a customer in Sony Centres in order to 
explain how Sony Centres can be distinctly troublesome to me as a customer, and 
how I unintentionally undermine configured brand experiences when I visit Sony 
Centres. This was especially the case during my research. In so doing, I also 
complicate de Certeau’s notion of tactics (1984).
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On not fitting
I do not fit the standardised customer profile of Sony Centres, and I unintentionally 
destabilised strategies in place in them during my research. I have an incurable eye 
condition, but it is one that is not recognised outside of medical literature62. Thus, I 
am never taken into account. I am not even a member of the “disenfranchised, which 
may at some point be targeted” (Star 1991 p39) such as wheelchair users.
My condition meant that objects always appeared to move when I looked at them, 
unless I was able to look at them from a close distance. I wear glasses, but these are 
for myopia. Thus, I found browsing objects in Sony Centres difficult and even 
embarrassing during my research. Straining to be able to see something but not 
being able to was and is frustrating and can even be emotionally painful.
Occasionally I remember how I felt trying but being unable to see what was written 
on the class blackboard at school, and being the object of fun because of my ‘jelly 
eyes’ (one of a number of cruel nicknames).
During my research, I was able to look at labels adjacent to objects in glass cabinets 
as long as those labels were positioned at my eye level (about 1.7m) and I positioned 
my face only a couple of inches from the glass fronts. However, this meant that I 
occasionally impeded the vision of other customers and even misted the glass, which 
I found embarrassing. Reading labels through windows, viewing objects below 1.5m 
without bending down, and reading labels above 1.8m was difficult and often 
impossible.
62 My condition is called ‘nystagmus’ and it affects about 1 in 1500 people in the UK, although differently 
because it comes in different forms (www.nystagmus.net. Accessed 15 Oct 2003). To read some 
people’s experiences of nystagmus, see www.nystagmus.co.uk (Accessed 15 Oct 2003).
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Whilst posing as a customer during the research, I could have asked staff to remove 
items from cabinets for me to look at, just as Star asked a staff member to remove 
the onions from her hamburger. However, I did not and generally do not ask for help 
because I can often get by without help and sometimes because I feel embarrassed 
as I know that I should be able to see. Asking for assistance in order to be able to 
see something that is easily visible is unexpected. I realised this from the 
expressions from Sony Centre staff on the couple of times I asked for help. Sony 
Centres are organised so that customers should not need to ask. Consequently, I try 
to get by on my own, most often by turning my head 90° so that horizontals become 
verticals and words therefore become more readable. Star on the other hand chose 
to remove the onions herself because it took so long for staff at McDonalds to 
prepare a hamburger without onions. If this does not work, then I still generally 
choose not to ask for help, and I do not get by at all.
As a result, my activities of browsing and shopping are often characterised by 
struggle, and they do not conform to activities that Sony Dealing configure. They 
disrupt how I am meant to experience and understand Sony Centres and their 
objects. Because I do not fit standardised designs of Sony Centres, I move out of the 
consistent experiences that are intended for their customers and which are designed 
to be pleasurable. I fail to experience Sony Centres in ways that reinforce 
constructed meanings for the Sony brand. On the contrary, I often blame Sony for 
putting cameras and camcorders behind glass.
Once, during my research at the Tottenham Court Road Sony Centre, I was unable 
to make do at all. Digital cameras and camcorders at this Sony Centre are placed in 
a glass cabinet behind the customer service desk. This extra distance meant that I 
was unable to see written details beside them or any distinguishing features on them.
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When a staff member asked if I wanted to look at any digital camera in particular, I 
replied that I did not. This was because I could not see any of them.
Similarities exist between de Certeau’s notion of tactics on the one hand and my 
simple practice of turning my head 90° and not asking for help. Both are not 
prescribed practices. They take place in a space where agents establish parameters 
for browsing objects. However, other descriptions that de Certeau makes of tactics 
do not match my and Star’s practices. For de Certeau, a tactic “is always on the 
watch for opportunities that must be seized on the wing”. They draw from “knowing 
how to get away with things”; they are “hunter’s cunning” (de Certeau 1984 pxix). For 
de Certeau, a tactic is about employing the space of the other for another purpose.
Although my practices are responses to not being taken into account, they do not 
draw from desires to use Sony Centres for other purposes. The celebratory edge that 
exists in the descriptions by de Certeau of tactics (Ahearne 1995), and an 
intentionality to get away with something without being observed are absent in 
practices such as mine. An example of using McDonalds for an end comparable to 
de Certeau’s description of tactics might be to read a book - a use that runs against 
its construction as a fast turnover, fast food outlet. An example of employing a tactic 
in a Sony Centre might be, upon seeing a news item on a television situated in the 
window display, to enter the store and watch and listen to it, and then immediately 
leave. I observed this practice on three occasions during my research, and I often did 
this myself.
Thus, practices such as mine (and Star’s) are much more subtle than how de 
Certeau describes tactics. Even the term ‘tactics’ is problematic. A chief definition of 
‘tactics’ is ‘the science or art of manoeuvring in presence of the enemy’ (The 
Chambers Dictionary 1998), and de Certeau employs such terminology in his
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descriptions of tactics. Certainly I do not consider that Sony and owners of Sony 
Centres are my enemies, yet the language de Certeau employs suggests this is the 
case with such people and organisations. The notion of tactics is too emblematic of 
Klein’s (2000) notion of resistance to be useful for describing my practices.
I therefore argue that de Certeau’s description of tactics can be inadequate for 
understanding some ‘improper’ practices, such as mine, in Sony Centres. Traversing 
a different route to that circumscribed runs against, transgresses and makes fallible 
strategies that set parameters for visitors’ practices and experiences in Sony Centres 
-  strategies that configure a branded experience and particular interpretations of the 
Sony brand. But they are not necessarily tactical. I propose that these practices 
should be called practices of personalisation.
The term personalisation is used little in sociology, and even less with regard to new 
technologies. From sociology, Green (2002) employs the term to describe the 
attachment of mobile devices to an individual person/body and their temporal 
rhythms, rather than to specific locations. The use of the term with reference to new 
technologies features much more largely in media, technology, and retail 
management studies (e.g. Case et al 2003, Chiasson et al 2002, Pramataris et al 
2001, Searby 2003). However, despite wide use, a definition of personalisation is 
lacking in this literature. For example, how is it different to the notion of 
customisation?
I use the term in my study to describe the act of making personal, of orienting one’s 
own practices to suit one’s own requirements. This is not necessarily tactical in the 
way de Certeau describes. In contrast to technology and retail studies in which 
organisations provide personalisable services, my practices of personalisation in 
Sony Centres and other retail environments work against prescriptions - against how
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one should do something - whilst at the same I do not intentionally seek to subvert 
those prescriptions. De Certeau’s description of tactics fall within this definition of 
personalisation, but the term personalisation allows for much more subtle practices of 
making personal than de Certeau describes. These practices might be invisible to 
those who exercise strategies, even to the point that it appears that one has 
conformed to strategies, for example when one purchases a product.
The practice of personalisation I have described complicates the pleasures of 
consumption thesis that I reviewed in Chapter 2 (e.g. Chambers 1985, Fiske 1989a, 
1989b). Practices of personalisation, such as those described by Star and me, do not 
necessarily lead to changes in how customers are constructed and the strategies to 
which they are subject, because these practices are invisible. Star claims that a 
classification system remains stable in part because “of the private suffering of those 
who are not standard -  who must use (them), but who are also non-members of the 
community of practice” (ibid p43). Thus, the often difficult and even painful work that 
goes into making do, that in its effects transgresses prescribed practices, is not 
simply a case of playing with a range of commodities available, and is not always a 
matter of choice. Just as Star (1991) argues that the invisible work or suffering of 
people who do not fit within constructed classifications is critical for maintaining the 
stability of networks, the invisible work and even suffering of people like me are also 
critical for the maintenance of the stability of how customers are constructed and of 
how Sony Centres operate. Asking for help in a Sony Centre would conspicuously 
show that I do not fit, but mostly, I do not do this. I either get by or I do not. In either 
case I do not visibly challenge how Sony Centres or other shopping environments 
are organised. My practices of personalisation, or failing to get by, give the 
appearance that I am aligned with strategies and configured brand experiences in 
Sony Centres. Practices that are invisible do not lead to change in a way that visible 
opposition to designs of retail sites and how people are constructed might, for
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example if a sufficient number of people asked for help in retail environments or 
asked for the ingredients of their hamburgers to be altered. This is a clear difference 
between, on the one hand, practices prescribed by Murray and Ozanne (1991 and 
Ozanne and Murray 1995) and those of activists described by Klein (2000), and on 
the other, practices such as mine. I destabilise strategies that are in place in Sony 
Centres, but this is only very temporary, and it only involves me rather than other 
customers as well.
5.5.2 Classifying digital cameras
I continued to understand how Sony digital cameras are constructed when I looked at 
their designs. The top images in Figure 5-13 are of Sony digital cameras that were 
displayed in Sony Centre J. The images beneath are of 35mm cameras belonging to 
other brands that are displayed at the Dixons store at London Waterloo train station. 
The top and bottom cameras all have similar three-dimensional ratios, all have 
lenses in the middle, all have viewfinders at their tops, and all except one are silver.
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Figure 5-13 Sony digital cameras (top, Sony Queensway) and film cameras (different 
brands excl. Sony (bottom, Dixons, London Waterloo Railway Station)
Through these similar designs, designers of Sony digital cameras configure the 
interpretations that Sony digital cameras are similar to compact film cameras and are 
used in similar ways. However, advertisers portray their digitality as being more 
conducive to constructing biographical narratives and, therefore, identities. Thus, 
digital cameras are constructed to be similar to, whilst at the same time different 
from, 35mm compact cameras.
Despite these similarities, the three-dimensional designs of these three digital 
cameras are unlike around half of the Sony digital cameras I encountered during my 
fieldwork. The Sony digital cameras in Figure 5-14 look different to those in Figure 
5-13, and they do not resemble most of the digital cameras I encountered during the 
whole of my research for this thesis. The first three cameras from left to right have 
covers that completely conceal the cameras’ lenses. Unlike 35mm cameras, the 
lenses of these cameras are positioned to the left of the camera. The digital camera 
on the right is designed to be held by one hand. Moreover, it is only suited for a right-
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handed person as it needs to be held at an angle of about ten degrees anti-clockwise 
in order to obtain a level, landscape shot.
Figure 5-14 Sony Digital Cameras displayed in Sony Centre J
The Sony brand continues to be made successful in these different designs. Through 
them, Sony designers configure viewers to understand that they are different from 
film cameras and even other brands’ digital cameras. They are distinctively Sony, 
and designers construct meanings that are similar to those that Sony Centre staff 
construct for the Sony brand: that Sony is innovative, cutting edge and unique.
5.6 Conclusion
The aim of this chapter was to investigate the Sony brand in Sony Centres, using 
Sony digital cameras as a case study. I have examined the roles of retail and product 
design and how different Sony products are constructed and categorised in Sony 
Centres. I have done this through observations and by reflecting upon my own 
experiences, interpretations and conversations within these settings. By centring 
upon the Sony brand, my research and analysis extended from how one technology
is constructed to how other technologies, such as Sony Walkmans and Sony 
televisions, are constructed. Some of the success of the Sony brand lays in it being a 
medium for bringing different technologies together to define and differentiate them 
as Sony technologies in particular.
Exterior, interior and product designers and Sony Centre staff continue to construct 
and reinforce meanings for the Sony brand. Lury (2004) claims that the brand is a co­
ordinator of production and mediation. This chapter provides empirical evidence for 
how different agents employ meanings that are constructed for the Sony brand as a 
framework for their work. The work of retail staff is underdeveloped in previous 
literature. However, this chapter shows that some of the success of the Sony brand 
lays in how Sony Centre staff are integral components to branding when they 
organise, use, continue to reinforce and construct meanings for the Sony brand and 
Sony products. .
However, this chapter shows that maintaining a consistent branded environment, 
managing meanings constructed for the Sony brand, and making Sony Centres 
pleasurable can be difficult. For example, attempts to construct an homogeneous 
classification of retail outlets by presenting a consistent shop frontage for Sony 
Centres is undermined by building regulations at the Sony Centre in North Audley 
Street. Sony Centres can be problematic for those who do not fit their standardised 
designs, and such people are not always aligned with a constructed branded 
experience. By drawing upon my own experiences in Sony Centres, I have argued 
that de Certeau’s notion of tactics have limited value. Some of my practices are not 
tactical as de Certeau describes, but they still undermine intended brand 
experiences. I have therefore suggested that the term ‘personalisation’ is better for 
understanding practices such as mine, as it can be used to describe the act of 
making personal, of orienting one’s own practices to suit one’s own requirements. In
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the following chapter, I examine staff members’ activities further and investigate the 
strategies to which Centre staff are subject, in order to further understand the Sony 
brand and the roles given to it in Sony Centres.
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Chapter 6 Sony Centres II
6.1 Introduction
Lury (2004) argues that production processes are increasingly organised in terms of 
the brand. She argues that this can include mobilising employees as brand 
ambassadors who reflect brand values and meanings63. This chapter engages with 
Lury’s claim by investigating the management strategies to which Sony Centre staff 
are subject, that should ensure preferred ways of working, and how effective they 
are.
In 6.2,1 discuss how the ways in which staff are managed accord with assumed 
capacities for personal initiative and self governance (du Gay 1996, Lash and Urry 
1994) in the service of Sony Centres. This management is organised so that staff 
should provide a type of service that promotes the Sony brand and Sony 
technologies and meanings constructed around them, and reinforces a consistent 
brand experience for customers.
In 6.4 I examine the roles that Sony staff play in helping to make the Sony brand 
successful. Emotional aspects of work, or what Hochschild (1983) terms ‘emotional 
labour’ (see also Abiala 1999, Macdonald and Sirianni 1996, Tyler and Taylor 2000,
63 This mobilisation is given importance in marketing literature. For example, Aarker (1996) argues that 
staff must be well motivated so that they express the values of the brand with each other and with the 
consumer.
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Wharton 1996) has an important place in literature about service work. However, my 
study of Sony Centre staff shows that overemphasising emotional labour risks 
neglecting other aspects of work (Wolkowitz 2002), in particular its material and 
physical aspects. This includes, for example, taking products into stock, setting out 
stock and cleaning.
The material aspects of staff members’ work highlights similarities between work that 
goes into the retail of high technologies by Sony Centre staff who are predominantly 
men, and work undertaken by predominantly female staff in department stores and 
fashion retail (Benson 1988; Pettinger 2004, 2005, 2006). In part, the emphasis in 
literature upon emotional labour may be due to the féminisation of much of customer 
service work (Pettinger 2005). Drawing similarities and differences between, on the 
one hand, the work of Sony Centre staff who retail high technologies and who are 
nearly all male, and, on the other, work of women in fashion clothing retail, will help 
to situate the work of Sony Centre staff in the broader context of high street retail. It 
opens up for investigation, the roles of gender, the importance of pay and other 
employee benefits, the roles of customer service, how consumers’ activities may be 
configured, and the material aspects and other aspects of staff members’ work.
In 6.4,1 investigate how although staff generally work as they are intended, this is not 
always the case. Being motivated representatives of the Sony brand, reinforcing 
preferred meanings constructed for it, and providing an excellent customer service 
are not always priorities for all Sony Centre staff. At different times during my 
research, a minority of Sony Centre staff undermined some of the meanings 
constructed for the Sony brand when they practiced ‘boundary work’ between work 
and non-work. In her study of The Lab’ -  a scientific research facility -  Nippert-Eng 
describes boundary work as:
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the never-ending, hands-on, largely visible process through which boundaries 
are negotiated, placed, maintained, and transformed by individuals over time 
(1995 pxiii).
Nippert-Eng shows that, although categorical boundaries are firmly drawn, their 
juxtaposition means that certain elements overlap. She argues that this overlapping 
dimension of boundaries has been sorely neglected in the study of home and work. 
This chapter attempts to fill some of this gap by explaining how Sony Centre staff 
negotiate demands put upon them that blur distinctions between home and work, and 
how staff members bring practices of non-work into work.
6.2 Training
As I demonstrated in the last chapter, the maintenance and reinforcement of 
preferred and consistent meanings constructed for Sony products, the Sony brand 
and Sony Centres, and good customer experiences are all contingent not only upon 
design, but also upon staff. In the business literature, good customer service is seen 
as a fundamental constituent of the success of a retail enterprise, the reputation and 
sale of branded products, and effective brand management (Aarker 1996, Beatty et 
al 1996, du Gay 1996, Kandampully 1997, Leung 1998, Lewis 1987, Pine and 
Gilmore 1999, Van der Wiele, Hesselink and Van Iwaarden 2005).
In Pettinger’s study of fashion retail workers, three types of customer service were 
evident: self-service, routine service and personal service (2004). As with ‘Distinction’ 
-  a retailer that aims at the upper end of the mass fashion retail market in her study -  
the brand orientation of Sony Centres shapes the type of service staff are expected 
to give. Sony Centres, whose brand meanings include ‘style’ and ‘quality’, stress 
personal service, for example by approaching customers, answering any questions 
that may have, and inviting customers to try different products.
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The value of customer service is succinctly presented by Van der Wiele, Hesselink 
and Van Iwaarden (2005):
Satisfied customers buy more and become loyal.
Satisfied customers buy additional products and services.
Satisfied customers support positive word of mouth.
Satisfied customers pay less attention to advertisements of competitors.
Satisfied customers deliver more ideas and suggestions (pp8-9).
However, despite the importance given to it in the literature, the expression ‘customer 
service’ tends to be used as though its meaning is self evident. In this and the 
following sections, I show that it is not a constant phenomenon, but variable and 
contingent on behind the scenes work by staff, customer behaviour, product training, 
the business model within which Sony Centres operate, and staff interests and 
concerns.
According to the Sony Centre website, “every Sony Centre is committed to brand 
values [so that] the stores continue to improve and develop their service to the 
customer”64. According to the Sony website, “Your local Sony Centre specialises in 
the Sony brand, with dedicated staff able to assist you in choosing the right model for 
your requirements”65. The prevalence of discourses of personal service at Sony 
Centres stand in contrast to the relative absence of such services in retail stores that 
aim at lower markets, especially in fashion retail (Pettinger 2004), and some food and 
drink establishments (Bradley et al 2000, Noon and Blyton 1997).
64 www.sonycentres.co.uk (Accessed 19 Dec 2004).
65 www.sony.co.uk/view/ShowSiteSection.action?section=where+to+buy+en_GB+odw&site=odw. 
en_GB (Accessed 2 Dec 2005).
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Friedman (1990) identifies two types of managerial strategies for meeting goals of 
customer service. The first is a form of direct control, which consists of close 
supervision and minimal worker discretion and responsibility. This standardised way 
of working contrasts with the second type, which consists of greater worker 
discretion, flexibility, responsibility and status, and management at a distance (du 
Gay 1996, Friedman 1990, Hochschild 1983, Rose, 1989, Thursfield 2000). It is 
consistent with the type of management identified by Lash and Urry (1994) and Ross 
(2003) of workers in cultural industries, high technology companies and artisans, and 
by du Gay (1996) of retail workers.
The second type broadly characterises the expectations of Sony Dealing and Sony 
Centre managers for Sony Centre staff, and it is constructed to be a vehicle for the 
provision of good customer service. However, as I shall note, exceptions exist. This 
type of management is unusual because it is the first form that broadly describes the 
type of management exercised in the high street retail sector, for example in food 
and drink establishments (Bradley et al 2000, Lury 2004, Noon and Blyton 1997, 
Ritzer 1998), and in supermarkets (Rosenthal, Hill, and Peccei 1997). For instance, 
the first form characterises the types of managerial strategies of owners of Starbucks’ 
cafes that Lury describes (2004). Nevertheless, the second type remains strategic 
because it still involves the circumscription of proper ways to act and work.
6.2.1 'Can you sell Sony?1
Training also represents and enacts the aspirations of Sony Dealing for staff to 
provide good quality personal service. It is a core process through which Sony 
attempts to make the Sony brand, Sony technologies and Sony Centres successful. 
Some of the success of this training is evident when staff continue to make Sony 
technologies, the Sony brand and Sony Centres meaningful, which I demonstrated in
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the last Chapter. Sony Training is a division of Sony UK that provides a training 
programme for Sony Centre staff, which is entitled: ‘Can you sell Sony?’. It 
emphasises how staff should be able to develop their customer interaction skills and 
build their knowledge of how different Sony products operate, in order that they can 
provide excellent and demonstrations and advice. According to Aarker (1996), advice 
is one of the five distinct elements to preferred retail brand experiences that can help 
to reinforce a brand66.
This programme is divided up into seven discrete parts, comprising of customer 
service skills and information on how different types of technologies operate. For 
example, one is entitled: ‘Information Technology, and another ‘Digital Photography. 
For each part, staff receive a training manual and training DVD from Sony Dealing. 
Staff members then complete a written assessment that they submit to Sony Training 
at Sony UK. The manager of Sony Centre B reported that his staff are able to 
complete courses during work time. However, he and other managers added that if 
they do not have sufficient time, they are able to study for them in their own time. 
Staff members who submit test answers to Sony Dealing are entered into 
competitions, and staff who pass all the exams are granted a National Vocational 
Qualification (NVQ67), a nationally recognised qualification (Sony Training material), 
that benefits staff members, the Sony brand and Sony Centres.
66 The other four are: service, trust, social, entertainment (Aarker 1996 p47).
67 A nationally recognised qualification that is issued by the National Council for Vocational 
Qualifications (http://www.dfes.gov.uk/nvq. Accessed 8 Dec 2005).
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Figure 6-1 Inside cover of a ‘Can you sell Sony? Training CD
When staff participate in these courses, then they bring work and non-work together. 
If staff complete courses outside work time, they continue to work on behalf of Sony 
and Sony Centres and reinforce the Sony brand. In these instances, staff work during 
non-work time as well as for own benefit. If they complete courses during work time, 
non-work takes place during work time because, in part, they work for their own 
benefit. Thus a two way process takes place (Figure 6-2). When staff members 
participate in NVQ Training, they bring work and non-work together. Boundaries 
between them cross over.
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Figure 6-2 Sony Dealing training involves a two-way exchange between work and non­
work. Non-work takes place in work time, and work takes place in non-work time
The provision of formal training and the expectation that staff can study in their own 
time for their own benefit and the benefit of Sony Centres, are not generally found in 
high street retail. Rather, this provision and this expectation are more likely to be 
features of higher end service work and management (Davis 2004, du Gay 1996, 
Pratten and Curtis 2002, Smith 2001, Woods et al 1998), and white-collar work 
(Bowring 2002, Lury 2004, Ross 2003).
6.2.2 Staff I customer interaction
The success of the Sony brand continues when Sony Centre staff are trained to 
conform to a particular standard when interacting with customers. One Sony Training 
course available to staff members is about how to talk with and relate to customers in 
particular ways. As with staff working at the high end fashion store studied by 
Pettinger (2004), how Sony Centre staff are expected to interact with customers 
reinforces the stress upon the personal service they should provide. A part of this 
course stresses the importance of making customers feel welcome whilst, at the 
same time, allowing them to browse. Thus, staff must balance demands for personal 
service with demands that customers should experience other aspects of Sony 
Centres, which include their aesthetics and Sony products on display. The possible 
importance of browsing is underplayed in Pettinger’s study, even though she
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discusses the aesthetics of the ‘Distinction’ store. I claim that the aesthetics and 
products on display, that Sony Centre customers should experience through 
browsing, is a type of service that Sony Centres offer, and it exists in addition to the 
three types of service that Pettinger (2004) describes.
One exam question asks whether a customer who is ‘only looking’ should be 
considered a ‘time-waster’, and then asks, “if not, why not?” Staff members should ■ 
value each customer no matter whether they wish to buy a Sony product or not. They 
need to know how to be empathetic: how to relate to visitors, how to conduct 
themselves and how to control their demeanour in order to make them feel valued. 
Another part of the course stresses the importance of establishing eye contact and 
smiling. The importance of eye contact in the service sector is made by Goffman, 
who argues, “eye contact opens one up for face engagement" (Goffman, 1963 p90).
Managers reproduce the importance that Sony Training places upon being able to 
approach and relate to customers, and their work reinforces literature concerning 
emotional labour that goes into customer facing work. For example, the manager of 
Sony Centre B explained that when a customer enters the store, that customer needs 
to know that “he [sic] has been seen and that we want him here. If staff are with 
customers, then fine. But if they aren’t, they’ve got to be available. I don’t want 
anyone having to wait because no one has seen him, or because they’re doing 
something else. But at the end of the day”, he explained, “it’s up to them. I can’t be 
watching my staff all the time. They’ve got to want to give good service to 
customers”.
The success of strategies that should ensure that staff demonstrate their availability 
and provide good overall customer service is dependent upon different factors. On 
less busy days and different times of the day, especially during early to mid mornings
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during the week, I was nearly always approached by a member of staff. However, 
this was not always the case because some Sony Centres were busier than others. 
During these times, I often had to wait if I wanted to ask a question or look at 
something, although rarely for more than five minutes. For example, Sony Centres 
around the centre of London, especially on Tottenham Court Road, Baker Street and 
High Street Kensington, tended to be busy even during these times, whereas stores 
at less central locations such as at Brent Cross, tended to be less busy.
Unlike staff at ‘Distinction’ in Pettinger’s study (2004), it is not evident that staff ever 
explicitly refuse to help customers. For example, Pettinger notes that when staff were 
undertaking work on the shop floor, other than personal service, for example 
unpacking and putting stock on display, or replenishing stock that had been 
discarded in changing rooms, they were sometimes unwilling to help customers, for 
example by searching for garments in sizes that were not on display, or ordering 
them. Thus, they were not always able to provide the personal service they were 
intended to provide. In contrast, as I shall explain, Sony Centre staff unpack most 
goods in stock rooms, and the amount of goods that need replenishing on the shop 
floor is minimal. In the case of Sony Centres, the absence of staff from the shop floor 
because they are more likely to be in the stock room, and the greater amount of time 
it sometimes takes to answer customers’ questions, together mean that I found that it 
is often impossible for customers to even approach and ask staff for assistance. In 
contrast to some fashion retail staff, when Sony Centre staff are on the shop floor, 
the necessarily lengthy personal service that they provide some customers means 
that they are unable to provide personal service to others.
During observations and when I posed as a customer, I found that staff attempted to 
manage dealings with customers through eye contact. If staff were involved in other 
activities whilst on the shop floor, they would often avoid making eye contact with
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customers who had approached them. In particular, managers had to carefully 
organise their dealings with customers because their roles rarely involved interacting 
with them. For example, when I approached the service desk during my third visit to 
Sony Centre H whilst posing as a customer, the man behind it, who I subsequently 
discovered was the store manager, was carefully looking through some paperwork. 
After about fifteen seconds, he demonstrated he was available when he put his pen 
down, looked up and immediately asked if he could help me. The smooth transition in 
his behaviour indicated that he realised I was there but that I needed to wait until he 
had finished his work.
Further comparisons can be made between these staff practices and practices of 
workers in other customer facing services. For example, Brown (2004) noted similar 
uses of eye contact to signal availability in his study of a Scottish Tourist Information 
Centre. However, the queuing system that was in place was also a tool for managing 
staff customer interaction. Thus, Brown reports that staff members signalled their 
readiness when they lifted their eyes from what they might have been otherwise 
doing between serving customers, and made eye contact with the next waiting 
customer.
On the other hand, the organisation of Sony Centres around practices of browsing is 
a tool for managing interactions between staff and customers. The emphasis upon a 
relaxed browsing experience in Sony Centres, that was not evident in the Tourist 
Information Centre in Brown’s study, means that Sony Centres are not configured for 
customers to wait. During observations, customers would attempt to manage their 
interactions with staff members by continuing to look at products or talking with 
anyone accompanying them until a staff member was available. If it was evident that 
other customers were waiting, I overheard brief conversations in which customers 
assessed whether they should wait or leave.
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The absence of a queuing system at Sony Centres means that Sony Centre staff and 
customers need to more carefully manage any group of waiting customers that 
develops. When two or three customers were waiting at a service desk, it was 
evident that they were conscious of maintaining their place in the absence of a taped 
barrier that customers might have otherwise used to form a queue. From my own 
experiences, I occasionally felt anxious that the staff member would not see that I 
was the next person to be served.
Sony Centre staff are expected to practice further boundary work. As Sony Training 
material also indicates, staff have to undertake a development of their personal 
capacities, some of which they might otherwise undertake during non-work time and 
in different ways. The form of self-development that Sony Centre staff should 
undertake is oriented towards providing a branded service that benefits the Sony 
brand, Sony, and Sony Centres and their owners. To adopt Hochschild’s description 
of the work of flight attendants, some of these expectations involve a 
“commercialisation of human feeling" (1983 p1). Some of the kinds of work that they 
should undertake is, what Hochschild calls, “emotional work” (Hochschild 1983 p1) 
because staff must adopt the correct feelings that Sony Dealing construct to be 
appropriate for Sony Centres. These requirements involve uni-directional boundary 
work - non-work should be practiced during work time for the benefit of the Sony 
brand, Sony, and Sony Centres and their owners. Nevertheless, unintended benefits 
may exist. This self-development might conceivably benefit non-work relationships 
when they learn, for example, how to listen to others and establish rapport with new 
acquaintances.
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Figure 6-3 Demands that Sony Centre practice emotional labour involve a uni­
directional relationship in which non-work is practiced in work time that benefits the
Sony brand, Sony and Sony Centres
6.3 The material aspects of staff members' work
Training in how to use Sony products is vital for customer service. However, the 
notion of ‘service work’ is often used to identify the sale of intangible, ephemeral or 
“weightless” commodities, such as in the financial sector, tourism, health, and the 
knowledge economy (Leadbeater 1999 p234, Herzenberg et al 1998, Pettinger 2006) 
rather than material goods. Stresses upon the intangibility of service work continue in 
accounts concerning emotional labour. Emotional labour involves inducing or 
suppressing feelings to “produce the proper state of mind in others” (Steinberg and 
Figart 1999 p22), and the degree of emotional labour expected by customers and 
managers of workers is the subject of a wide range of literature. Emotional labour 
has been used to describe a range of occupations, from nursing (James 1989) and 
beauty therapy (Sharma and Black 2002), to call-centres (Callaghan and Thompson 
2002), waitressing (Paules 1996, Wharton 1996) and the airline industry (Hochschild 
1983, Tyler and Taylor 2000), and service sector work more generally (Abiala 1999, 
Macdonald and Sirianni 1996).
Emotional labour is clearly important for understanding how Sony Centre staff work 
and are intended to work. However, understanding their work solely in terms of
190
emotional labour would lead to an inadequate understanding of their responsibilities. 
Sony Centre staff have to practice emotional labour, but attention must be paid to the 
importance of the material and physical aspects of much of their work. Most 
obviously, as with much retail work, this includes handling the products they sell 
(Abiala 1999; Benson 1988; du Gay 1996; Pettinger 2004, 2005, 2006).
By investigating the material aspects of staff members’ work in this section, I draw 
out similarities between the work of Sony Centre staff and the work of some other 
high street retail. Much of the work that Sony Centre staff undertake in order to 
facilitate customer service essentially involves handling and managing tangible 
goods. Recognising the material aspects of staff members’ work helps to complicate 
an emphasis in literature upon signs. For example, a central point of concern for 
Baudrillard (1983c) and, to a lesser extent Edwards (2000), Lash and Urry (1997) 
and Lury (2000), is that consumer culture is marked by the production of signs rather 
than objects.
6.3.1 Sony products
In this section, I argue in part that the material aspects of staff members’ work 
extends to how the training that staff receive and undertake in handling and selling 
tangible objects involves them taking on practices of consumption. The manager of 
Sony Centre B explained that knowledge of how different Sony technologies operate 
is particularly important given the emphasis Sony gives to what it terms ‘connectivity’ 
in training materials and on Sony’s UK website68 between different technologies 
designed by Sony. The notion of ‘Connectivity’ corresponds to stresses in business 
literature upon brand loyalty among customers so that they only buy products from a
68 www.sony.co.uk (Accessed 19 Dec 2004).
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particular brand (e.g. Aarker 1996, Chaudhuri and Holbrook 2001, Ehrenberg 1996, 
Van der Wiele, Hesselink and Van Iwaarden 2005). For example, the Sony Training 
Course ‘Can you sell Sony? Information Technology1 training DVD stresses that staff 
members should find out how customers are able to connect Sony digital cameras, 
camcorders, Digital Walkman and Sony Ericsson mobile phones to Sony desktop 
and laptop computers. Sony provides examples of how to connect different Sony 
technologies together on its training DVDs for staff (see Figure 6-4).
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Figure 6-4 Example of how Sony Centre staff are instructed to inform customers of 
how they are able to connect Sony digital cameras to Sony laptop computers69
The stress upon ‘connectivity’ between different products of the same brand points to 
similarities and differences between skills that are demanded of staff across different 
types of retail. The very existence of a chain of high technology stores that retails 
products from only one brand is fairly unusual, although exceptions exist. The only
69 Screen capture taken from the Sony Training DVD ‘Can you sell Sony? Information Technology1.
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other single branded high technology stores I noted during my research are Bang 
and Olufsen, Apple Stores, Shop @ Panasonic, and Nokia stores. Because Sony 
Centres only retail Sony products, Sony Training and managers place great stress 
upon how staff members should communicate the qualities and benefits of Sony 
branded products in particular, as I have shown. Staff have to learn how to sell the 
Sony brand, and a major component of this is hands on experience of Sony 
technologies. Sony Centre staff need to be able to communicate why customers 
should buy, for example, Sony digital cameras, Sony PCs or Sony televisions in 
particular. In part, this should draw from how they have learnt about them through 
use. In contrast, retailers in du Gay’s study (1997) offered products from a range of 
brands, and the main goal of customer service was upon ensuring that customers 
returned to the retailer. It mattered little what brand of product customers chose to 
purchase, as long as they purchased it from that particular retailer.
The ‘Can you sell Sony?’ training programme is coupled with courses which Sony 
Dealing expect managers and owners to send their staff. For example, at Sony 
Centre E (visit 2) I spoke with an eighteen year old Asian female new member of staff 
who had just attended a course on Sony digital cameras at Sony Dealing in 
Weybridge. This person demonstrates how Sony Centres staff help to make the Sony 
brand and Sony Centres successful when they learn about different Sony products, 
and then use that knowledge in order to help sell them. She told me that she learnt 
not only about some of the facilities of the most recent Sony cameras to enter the 
market, but also about how digital cameras work, such as CCD processors70, and 
how human beings experience different types of light. The latter type of knowledge is 
different to the former, and gaining this type of knowledge may be more demanding
70 ‘Charged Coupled Device'. When a picture is taken, light falls onto a CCD which converts that light 
into electrons.
upon retail staff. Further, it contrasts with the regimented skills that bar workers at 
Starbucks need to learn that Lury (2004) reports.
Managers emphasise that elements of the Sony Training courses bring together 
knowledge that, in their opinions, staff should be able to gain in their everyday work. 
They expect staff to have a good understanding of technologies that are available in 
Sony Centres, and expect and give opportunities for each member to learn how to 
operate new models whilst at work. These opportunities do not just involve reading 
about them, but handling them as well. For example, the manager of Sony Centre B 
stated, “At quiet times during the day, I don’t want my staff members just chatting 
with each other but to take a camcorder out of the cabinet, turn it on and check it 
out... There's always something for them to do”. He emphasised that staff are 
responsible for training themselves in how to use Sony technologies and that this 
included getting hands on experience of them. He explained that to do so is in their 
own interests to do so because it will help them in their work and they will have the 
satisfaction of “doing a good job”.
As with some shop floor staff in other high street retail (de Gay 1996, Pettinger
2004), practices of consumption continue when staff buy some of the products that 
they sell. In part, Sony Centre staff are able to do this because of special reductions 
in costs of Sony products of up to thirty percent for employees. Across Sony Centres, 
staff were able to recommend particular digital cameras and other Sony products 
such as televisions and DVD players because they had already bought them. For 
example, in Sony Centre F, a member of staff (Asian, early twenties) was able to tell 
me about how well a particular digital camera could take movies. He explained that 
he had bought this camera and had used the movie facility on many different 
occasions, including filming the whole of a football match he had attended.
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Practices of consumption by Sony Centre staff when they use them are similar to 
those of fashion retail workers in Pettinger’s study (2004), when the latter bought and 
wore their stores’ clothes at work. Like Sony Centre staff, they were able to talk about 
and recommend different apparel because they used the products they sold.
Practices of both blur distinctions between production and consumption.
6.3.2 Other material tasks
The provision of customer service and intended customer experiences at Sony 
Centres are dependent in part upon the continual work that staff do in order to 
maintain each retail space. However, these tasks often make establishing good 
customer service difficult. The relative autonomy expected of staff means that 
individual staff members are made responsible for receiving products into stock, 
maintaining stock control, unpacking stock, putting it on display, and maintaining the 
general upkeep of Sony Centres. As with the staff in Pettinger’s study of fashion retail 
(2006), prior to the provision of customer service, and even alongside such service, 
Sony Centre staff produce Sony Centres as sites for consumption.
As in other types of retail, labour intensive and often physically demanding work of 
receiving, unpacking and processing stock are key activities of Sony Centre staff. In 
conversations and interviews in Sony Centres H and I, for example, staff related how 
receiving some products into stock can be strenuous because of their heavy weight. 
This is exacerbated by the use of stairs instead of lifts, or by small lifts, both of which 
mean that staff often have to make more than one journey from delivery bays to 
storage areas. Staff reported that this physical job is made worse on warm days 
because of the heat. At the Brent Cross Sony Centre, moving stock from the delivery 
bay to the storage room is made more demanding because, being situated in a 
shopping mall, the two points were more distant than at most other Sony Centres.
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For example, in the Sony Centre in North Audley Street, stock is received through the 
customer entrance.
Once in storage spaces, new stock needs to be catalogued onto a computer, small 
objects such as cameras, Walkman and camcorders need to be unpacked and 
organised onto different shelves, and heavier objects need to be arranged. All stock 
rooms are windowless, but some are more spacious than others. Whilst staff at Sony 
Centre B reported that their stock room is fairly large, for staff at Sony Centre F and 
G, their small stock rooms mean that their work is cramped and difficult. Sony Centre 
staff tend to spend even more time in stock room than staff in Pettinger’s (2004,
2005) studies, for in the latter, staff often unpack clothes on the shop floor, where 
they immediately put them on display. On the other hand, although much of the work 
of Sony Centre staff can be in cramped conditions, staff in Pettinger’s study (2005), 
especially at ‘Distinction’, were more likely to have to negotiate different calls upon 
their time whilst on the shop floor. They needed to be available to customers whilst 
performing other tasks, to the degree that some staff saw their work more in terms of 
‘stocking up’ than providing customer service.
In much high street retail, customers are expected to select items and then take them 
to a counter where they are put through a till, bagged and paid for (Bowlby 2000, 
Pettinger 2004). This stands in contrast to Sony Centres. Although customers are 
expected to browse in Sony Centres, most objects are only for display and for 
customers to try and appraise. Customers need to ask staff to collect most objects 
from storage areas. Staff must then take them either directly to the customer or to a 
collection point. Clearly, this requires physical work with material objects, and 
therefore work which is not limited to emotional labour.
196
Much of this kind of physical work with material objects means that, as Pettinger 
comments with regard to the fashion retail staff she researched (2006), not all Sony 
Centre work involves smiling and efficient customer service. For Sony Centre staff, 
not all their work involves talking about high technologies in smart, contemporary, 
clean and aestheticised spaces. As Goffman (1969) would lead us to expect, the 
work that goes on behind the scenes, or ‘backstage’, in order to provide an enjoyable 
branded experience/for consumers, can be crowded, dirty and physically demanding.
On the shop floor, staff are made responsible for putting out stock that is not for 
display (such as cables and accessories), arranging stock, and generally maintaining 
the appearance of Sony Centre retail spaces for customers’ intended experiences. 
For example, it is clear from the previous chapter that much consideration and work 
goes into how and where different products are displayed. As with staff at 
‘Distinction’, the store that aimed at the higher end of mass fashion retail, work done 
by Sony Centre staff involves them manipulating branded products and fixtures and 
fittings in order to produce and maintain the retail spaces in which they work, and 
their brandedness.
Responsibilities for the upkeep of Sony Centre spaces include dusting, vacuuming, 
cleaning glass furniture, and arranging and maintaining in-store literature and items 
of stock, especially small items, which are positioned behind and adjacent to 
customer counters. For example, as with other managers whom I interviewed and to 
whom I spoke, the manager of Sony Centre B explained that he allows each member 
of his staff the flexibility to perform his or her individual responsibilities for such tasks 
when she or he sees fit, just as he allows staff the flexibility to learn new products “at 
the time that suits them”. He stated, “They have their own jobs to do each day, and 
their own responsibilities. They’ve got to learn the products, but they can also do 
something for the shop. Just doing the vacuuming or making sure that their own
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spaces are clean makes the shop theirs in a way”. The manager explained that by 
giving each member of staff a set of particular responsibilities, each staff member is 
able to take pride in his work environment rather than seeing each job as “just 
something that needs to be done”. He reported that even small tasks can be 
rewarding. He gave the example of an eighteen year old Asian male who “had never 
used a vacuum cleaner is his life” but who now “takes real pride in using it.”
As with managers in du Gay’s study of a department store (1996), making ‘the shop 
theirs’ is used by this manager as a synonym for responsibility, and Sony Centre staff 
combine the jobs they do. Receiving products into stock, unpacking them, setting 
them out and organising them on the shop floor, and maintaining Sony Centres in 
order to preserve a branded environment all take up a large proportion of staff 
members’ time. Dealing with material commodities is an important element of the 
work of Sony Centre staff, alongside customer service interactions and aesthetic 
labour.
Cleaning and tidying up by predominantly men in Sony Centres slightly complicates 
Pettinger’s assertion, that the gendered nature of cleaning duties are retained in the 
public sphere (2004 p59). Rather, in the public sphere, this work extends to men, 
even though cleaning and tidying is culturally feminised (Adkins 1995, Cockburn and 
Ormrod 1993). On the other hand, as the young male who had never used a vacuum 
cleaner before demonstrates, when men clean more or less only in the world of work, 
they help to retain the gendering of cleaning in the home.
Work undertaken by staff at Sony Centres that involves objects does not only help to 
complicate the emphasis in literature upon emotional labour. It also complicates 
stresses upon the ‘cultural nature’ of economic practices, in particular within service 
industries. For example, for du Gay and Pryke (2002), it is interaction between
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people that produces certain meanings for customers and thus a sale. However, this 
stress underplays the importance of objects or the labour that goes into maintaining 
products. Of course, as I have shown, Sony Centre staff help to construct meanings 
for the Sony brand and Sony technologies, including digital cameras, when they talk 
about them. However, as I have also shown, practices of tidying up, cleaning, putting 
objects out for display and arranging them, and learning how to use Sony products 
through practice and consumption also play vital roles in helping to construct 
meanings for them and the Sony brand.
The manager of Sony Centre B compared his present style of management with the 
style of management he practiced in his previous job working for a branch of Dixons. 
He explained that the Headquarters of Dixons compelled all managers at its stores to 
use a ‘Daily Action Diary’. This diary set out strict procedures for the upkeep of each 
store, and even dictated at what exact times during the day staff should perform 
these duties. He explained that such regimentation meant that his staff were like 
“automatons” who lacked motivation because they “didn’t really have any say in how 
they worked.”
Expectations that Sony and managers have of Sony Centre staff to learn new 
products and new skills and to be managed at a distance are similar to those of 
department store managers and owners who were investigated by du Gay (1996).
On their own, they represent a shift from direct control to an emphasis upon culturally 
produced self-control - a shift from demands about how work must be done to how 
work should be done (du Gay 1996, Martin and Nicholls 1987). By making staff 
responsible in these ways, Sony Dealing, unlike Starbucks (Lury 2004) and Dixons 
for example, does not order quality service out of staff, but encourages staff to 
commit themselves to give quality service. Staff are constructed to be self-governing, 
self-motivating and self-regulating, and their self-interest is understood to lie in being
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skilled workers who will, often in their own time, read training manuals, view DVDs, 
answer exam questions, and ultimately obtain a formal qualification. The optional 
nature of participating in Sony Centre training suggests that Sony Dealing believes 
that Sony Centre staff understand that it is in their own interests to do so.
I have argued that similarities exist between the work of Sony Centre staff and staff in 
other types of retail. Nevertheless, stress upon education, skills and responsibility of 
Sony Centre staff to train themselves contrast with standardised work patterns, 
inflexibility and low autonomy of employees, that are characteristic of much of the 
service sector. For example, Ritzer (1998) argues, “the service sector, especially at 
its lower end, is producing an enormous number of jobs, most of them requiring little 
or no skill” (p60). Bradley et al (2000) argue that this is especially so of food 
establishments and telephone call centres. Opportunities available to staff working at 
Sony Centres make their jobs very different to what are, Brown (1994) says, the vast 
majority of jobs created in the service sector since the early 1980s, which are low 
skill and service focused.
However, despite differences between how Sony Centre staff are governed and how 
staff in other high street services are governed, work expected of the former is 
oriented to the needs of customers and, ultimately, Sony UK and owners of Sony 
Centres for market share and profit. No room exists for Sony Centre staff to act 
otherwise - for practices that might conflict with the interests of Sony UK and Sony 
Centre owners. Thus, although Sony Centre staff are given the responsibility of self- 
government, Sony takes steps to ensure that staff work according to how they are 
intended.
Sony practices two methods of surveillance in attempts to ensure excellent service 
from staff members. The use of surveillance continues to set limits to distinctions that
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can be made between how Sony Centre staff are governed and how staff in other 
high street services are governed. In Pettinger’s study of ‘Distinction’ (2004) and in 
Lury’s study of Benetton (2000), the authors relate how managers from Head Offices 
visited stores to test that specifications were met. In the case of Sony Centres, 
Quality Controllers from Sony Dealing visit each Sony Centre every six months 
(Manager, Sony Centre B). Each manager is given 24 hours notice before each visit. 
During each visit, the Quality Controller interviews each member of staff and 
assesses her or his knowledge of different Sony products. If necessary, Sony’s 
Quality Controllers advise on alternative practices and improvements in a report. If 
necessary changes are not made then the threat of “Breach of Agreement” exists, 
although managers were not aware of any instance in which such a procedure had 
been followed.
Secondly, ‘mystery shoppers’ contracted to Sony Dealing visit each Sony Centre 
every eight to ten weeks. Posing as customers, they assess staff members’ 
knowledge and level of service, and then they report back to Sony UK71. A 
subsequent report is passed to owners of Sony Centres. However, according to 
managers at Sony Centre B and H, these visits are not intended to be threatening or 
intimidating, but are designed to be constructive and help staff to improve the service 
they provide customers. The manager of Sony Centre H explained that staff should 
perceive them as opportunities for improvement and, ultimately, for providing better 
service to customers, rather than feel that they are being watched and treat these 
experiences with suspicion. This accords with the claim by ORC International, a 
global market research organisation that provides mystery shoppers for retail and 
other organisations, that mystery shopping is a tool for developing and improving
71 See www.orc.co.uk and Van der Wiele, Hesselink and Van Iwaarden (2005) for fuller descriptions.
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customer service. Rather than being a threat to staff, staff should ‘buy in’ to the 
process and see the opportunities available to benefit them (www.orc.co.uk72).
On the one hand, the particular qualities and skills that Sony Centre staff are 
expected to develop through training and then practice are similar to qualities 
expected of designers and high-technology producers discussed by Lash and Urry 
(1994), reviewed in Chapter 2, and what Castells (2000) calls ‘self-programmable 
labour’. This is labour that is equipped with the ability to train itself and adapt to new 
tasks and new processes. On the other hand, Bowring (2002) notes that demands 
upon these latter workers are normally rewarded with improved levels of working 
conditions, job security, salaries and employee benefits. But she also notes that 
these improved conditions are conditional upon outsourcing labour from a pool of 
casual or temporary labour whose members are either self-employed or employed by 
sub-contractors or franchisees. The conditions in which this latter labour force works 
represent what Bowring calls the “dark side of flexible production” (Bowring 2002 
p162). Yet Sony Centre staff are placed in a peculiar position, for although Sony 
Dealing and managers place great demands and expectations upon them, and Sony 
staff members should work on themselves for the benefit of Sony UK and owners of 
Sony Centres, they are outsourced labour in that responsibility for staff costs remains 
with owners of Sony Centres. Sony UK has no financial or social obligations to 
employees of Sony Centres. Because staff should orient their work in such ways that 
they signify the Sony brand, they conceal their actual positions. In the next section, I 
continue this discussion of contradictions between, on the one hand, how Sony 
Centre staff are meant to work and, on the other, their working conditions, status and 
benefits.
72 Accessed 15 Nov 2004.
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6.4 Staff members' practices
6.4.1 Product training and knowledge
Sony Centre staff are constructed in such ways that they should be interested in self­
development through product training -  either formally via Sony Training in order to 
achieve a qualification, or via day-to-day opportunities to use Sony technologies on 
display - and through learning how to relate to customers. Through self-development, 
staff should be able to work in ways that to the benefit of the Sony brand, Sony and 
Sony Centres. Strategies to which Sony Centre staff are subject, so that they learn 
about Sony products and communicate their constructed benefits, achieve some 
success. In the last chapter, I demonstrated this success by citing how staff continue 
to construct the Sony brand, Sony Centres and Sony technologies when they talk 
about them with customers, which included me. The success of staff training was 
also evident throughout my research, when staff were able to sufficiently explain how 
to operate different Sony products, with included Sony digital cameras. For example, 
consider the following extract from a transcript of a conversation I had with a member 
of staff at Sony Centre E.
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"I'm just looking at these cameras. I'm thinking of buying one, but 
I've not used one before"
"Well, Sony cameras are really reliable. More Sony cameras are sold 
than any other make"
"Hmm, what about this one?" I say, pointing to one of the more 
expensive cameras. "What's the difference between this one and the 
ones that are a cheaper?"
"The one there has a four mega pixel capacity so you get much better 
shots with it"
"What does that mean?"
"Well, digital cameras work differently to film cameras'. They work 
by light falling onto a chip. The information is digitalised and 
then transferred onto a storage card like this" (shows me a memory 
stick)
"OK, so how many photographs can I take?"
"With a 128 mega-byte card you can take about 100 photos: a lot more 
than you could with a conventional camera. But also you can shoot 
movies as well with this digital camera, as you can with most of the 
others here"
"Hmm. How long?"
"Anything up to about an hour with the same size card"
"Good grief. So how do I get to view them?"
"There are different ways. What people find really useful is that 
they can see what they have taken by looking at them on the screen 
at the back of the camera. I'll get it out. (He hasn't got the keys. 
He goes to an older man behind the counter - about thirty-five - who 
is also Asian, and asks for the key. He then unlocks it, reaches up 
and retrieves the camera). Anyway, you can link it up to your 
computer and download the pictures to it and then look at your 
photos"
"Right, so you need a computer"
"Yes, but you can print them out too using a printer. Sony also has 
a printer that attaches straight to you camera. You don't need a 
computer for that"
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"But that's expensive"
"Yes it is, but you can take them to a developers. They'll print 
them out for you, just like an ordinary camera"
"So, how do you use this camera then?"
"It's really easy to use. It's just like any other camera. You have 
two buttons to zoom in and out. When the image looks right, you just 
press the button here" (He points to the button on top of the camera 
and to the right. But instead of looking through the viewfinder, he 
holds it in front of him and looks at the screen which shows an 
image of what the camera is pointing at - the cabinet)
(Extract from transcript; Sony Centre E73)
In this conversation, as in others like it, the staff member helped me to make sense 
of Sony digital cameras in ways that conform to the training that staff receive, and 
how digital cameras are constructed in advertising and exterior and interior design. 
Thus, the staff member classified and thus constructed the digital cameras at which I 
was looking by stating that they are Sony digital cameras. He then described their 
qualities. They are “reliable”, and he backed up this statement by stating how popular 
they are. It is also clear that the staff member has a working knowledge of digital 
cameras. He explained how to use the camera and how to download and print 
photographs, He also helped me to understand digital cameras by framing some of 
his explanation in how “any other camera works”, that is to say, film cameras. As in 
advertisements and how digital cameras are designed, a preceding technology was 
employed as a device for explaining a new technology.
My research shows that strategies to train staff achieve some success. However, 
Sony Centre staff are not always able or willing to work in the ways intended. I began 
to discuss this in the previous section. Around a quarter of the staff members to
73 Date not given in order to maintain confidentiality.
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whom I spoke about training were either unable or reluctant to take all the 
opportunities available to them that would enable them to learn about the products 
they sell and provide the standard of service they are required to provide. For 
example, whilst posing as a customer at Sony Centre B, I discussed the existence of 
any courses run by Sony Dealing with a member of staff (Asian, male, early 
twenties). Although encouraged by Sony Dealing to participate in all the courses run 
by Sony Training, he stated that over half of staff members who worked in his store 
had not. He explained that the number of customers who visit the store often 
prohibits even having a quick look at a new product on display, and that staff have 
other responsibilities -  responsibilities that I have already discussed. In another 
instance, a member of staff (White, male, early twenties) at Sony Centre H 
demonstrated a digital camera to me but began to find difficulty in doing so. When 
asked if he was given time to learn how to use digital cameras, his reply was 
representative of all those I was given in similar instances. He explained that 
although he and others are encouraged to use them in the Sony Centre during the 
day, he did not take this opportunity: “I know I should,” he replied. “I can if I want, but 
I don’t always have the time”. Asked if a staff member could study outside of work 
time or investigate how a digital camera works, he replied: “Er, yes, but who wants to 
do that?” When staff members refuse or are unable to work in their own time, they re­
establish boundaries between work and non-work.
j
As with staff working at ‘Distinction’ (Pettinger 2004), times exist during the week in 
which staff at Sony Centre B and all other stores are very busy, either with customers 
or with maintaining Sony Centres and stock. However, there are times when staff are 
not always busy with customers or other responsibilities. Early to mid-week is not 
nearly as busy as other days of the week. During such times, staff should, according 
to how they are constructed, perceive that it is in their interests to learn a new 
product on the job. However, this staff member at Sony Centre H continued by
206
explaining that he would rather do something else if he could. “Sometimes, it’s nice 
just having a chat with someone else in the shop. It’s shouldn’t be all about work.”
Given the additional responsibilities of staff, the customer service tasks staff 
undertake, and the occasional reluctance or inability of staff to take opportunities 
available to them, it is not surprising that, whilst posing as a customer, it became 
evident that staff occasionally, though not often, demonstrated a lack of knowledge 
about some Sony technologies, including digital cameras. For example, I asked a 
member of staff (White, male, early twenties) in Sony Centre B if I could look at a 
particular Sony digital camera. After taking it out of the glass cabinet, I asked how the 
digital camera worked. He explained that still photos are stored upon a memory stick 
that slides into the camera. He went on to insert the memory stick, but it would not 
slide in. Having used a Sony digital camera before, I understood that he was trying to 
insert it in such a way that it would not work. I therefore asked him if he should try to 
turn the memory stick over and try again, and I pointed to the small diagram on the 
casing that showed the correct way to insert the memory stick.
In a few other instances at different stores, staff members began to demonstrate 
different models of Sony digital cameras, but were unable to continue because they 
did not understand the menu systems of each camera. However, I had previously 
discovered that Sony employs a menu system that is standard across most Sony 
digital cameras. For example, at Sony Centre E, I asked a staff member (Asian, 
male, early twenties) to show me the manual features on a model of camera that had 
been on the market for about four months. However, he was unable to locate the 
menu item that would have enabled him to do this, and so he was unable to continue. 
He explained: “I’m sorry; I can’t seem to work this out”. He called over another 
member of staff who told him: “I don’t know; I try to keep away from them” (White, 
male, late twenties). Asked what I should do, he apologised, asked if I could return
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the following day, and explained that, in the meantime he would find out how to use 
the camera.
These examples show that some staff occasionally, though not often, undermine the 
degree to which they can be understood as ‘brand ambassadors’ (Lury 2004), and 
the degree to which strategies and the Sony brand are made successful. On these 
and other similar, though few, occasions, staff undermined strategies to which they 
are subject that should ensure excellent service, and they did not reinforce preferred 
meanings for the Sony brand and technologies. When they did not present Sony 
digital cameras properly, they did not act as they are intended. They were not able to 
expound constructed qualities of Sony digital cameras that customers should 
understand derive from the Sony brand.
In the following sections I shall show that the roots of why practices of Sony Centre 
staff do not always accord with how they are intended are multiple. This is not 
surprising, given the demands upon them regarding training and customer service, 
and the degree to which some of their work and experiences compare with the work 
of staff in some lower end retail sectors. However, I argue that the reasons for staff 
occasionally not working as they are intended also derive from the business model 
within which Sony Centres operate that includes low pay and other staff benefits. In 
order to situate the experiences of Sony Centre staff, I shall continue to compare and 
contrast them with staff in other retail sectors, in particular, fashion.
74 Most digital cameras offer the ability to capture images at different sizes. Each size is referred to as a 
‘resolution’.
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6.4.2 Sony Centre costs
Managers of three stores I visited explained that they did not always promote Sony 
Training Courses to their staff as owners have to pay for them and because staff 
would have to be away from the shop floor during paid time. The owner of Sony 
Centre B exemplifies how some owners contest expectations of Sony Dealing for 
owners and managers to send their staff on courses. The manager explained that he 
“went ballistic when he found out I had signed up all the staff to the courses.”
Owners’ reluctance and even unwillingness for staff to attend courses undermine one 
of the strategies of Sony Dealing whereby staff members should provide excellent 
customer service and so work to the benefit of the Sony brand on the High Street.
Economies of scale
Owners’ concerns about cost are well founded, and financial burdens upon owners 
are similar to those found in some other types of retail, for example fashion (Lury 
2000). As is evident in Chapter Five, Sony UK invests considerable sums in 
equipping Sony Centres, training staff and providing promotional material75.
However, the greatest cost -o f fitting out Sony Centres -  is a one-off cost, and the 
upkeep of internal furnishings remains the responsibility of managers and owners. In 
fact, maintenance and other costs vastly outweigh costs born by Sony Dealing. The 
use of Sony Centre dealerships that advantage the Sony brand and thus Sony UK 
because Sony has a presence on the High Street (although it also disadvantages
75 Sony UK also occasionally advertises Sony Centres in newspapers and weekend supplements, and 
when Sony UK advertises particular technologies and pays for marketing and consumer research, then 
it is conceivable that Sony Centres benefit. Costs of advertising can be large. A single page 
advertisement in The Guardian’s ‘Weekend’ (Saturday) magazine costs £14,350 (www.guardian.co.uk. 
Accessed 15 Jun 2003), whilst a single page advertisement in The Telegraph Magazine’ (Saturday) 
costs £20,800 (www.telegraph.co.uk. Accessed 15 Jun 2003). Advertisements appeared in both 
newspaper supplements throughout 2003.
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them because staff do not always provide the level of customer service they should) 
involves a redistribution of costs from Sony UK to be born by owners that impacts 
upon the Sony Centre staff.
As with Benetton (Lury 2000), which I discussed in Chapter 2, the greatest cost for 
owners other than staff is stock, which they buy from Sony UK on a no-return basis. 
Thus, monthly sales targets for staff across Sony Centres are large. For example, the 
monthly sales target of Sony Centre B means that each member of staff must sell 
around £50,000 worth of equipment per month. Of this, as across all Sony Centres, 
staff will receive one half of a per cent to one per cent in commission, which is taxed. 
In the twelve months to September 2004, the store had never reached its sales 
target. Nevertheless, for experienced and skilled staff, especially in the Sony Centres 
located in the centre of London, earned commission can be significant. In Sony 
Centre B, the most successful staff member earns £300 per month on average in 
commission. However, this amount is very unusual, and Sony Centre staff in Sony 
Centres can earn as little as £50 per month in commission. In contrast, staff at 
Dixons do not earn commission on products sold, but this is offset by higher wages, 
as I shall explain, which are more reliable than income derived from commission. 
Further, these staff are able to earn commission on insurance products.
High targets are explained partly by low profit margins, particularly on digital cameras 
and laptop computers (Staff member, Asian, mid-twenties, Sony Centre J; Staff 
member, White, early thirties, Sony Centre E). Low profit margins are explained by 
low economies of scale compared with large retail chains such as John Lewis,
Dixons and Jessops. Whilst the Sony Centres at North Audley Street and at Brent 
Cross are owned by Sonex Communications PLC, all the other Sony Centres in 
London, apart from those at Pearsons and at Harrods, are operated as individual 
businesses, including Sony Centre B.
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The lower number of units sold by Sony Centres than by large chains of department 
and high technology retail stores mean that costs of administration, stock, rent and 
staff as a proportion of net income on product sales is much higher for the former 
than for the latter. Although I was unable to obtain the most recent Report and 
Financial Statements of Sony Centre B as it not a Public Limited Company, I was for 
Sonex Communications PLC. Administration costs as a percentage of Gross profit 
(Turnover less Cost of Sales) for accounts submitted at the end of March 2004 for 
Sonex was 84%, whereas it was only 59% for the Dixons Group76. It is feasible that 
Administration costs as a percentage of Gross Profit for Sony Centre B are even 
higher as it operates as a single business. Further, unlike Dixons and John Lewis, 
owners of single Sony Centres, such as Sony Centre B, are unable to spread risks 
across stores. This means that potential slumps or shifts in local business impact 
more greatly upon Sony Centres, as the manager of Sony Centre B explained.
Together, the no-returns system and low economies of scale mean that profits at 
Sony Centres are lower than high technology stores belonging to larger chains. An 
advantage that a large chain of stores such as Dixons has over a singly owned store 
or over a small chain of stores is its greater buying power (see du Gay 1996). It is 
therefore able to purchase products at lower unit prices (ibid). Another advantage is 
that large chains are more likely to be able to sell more units per store because each 
store is generally much larger than a Sony Centre. For example, the average 
turnover for each store owned by Sonex Communications is £538,000, whilst the 
average turnover for each store owned by the Dixons Group is £4.6m, approximately
76 The Dixons Group owns PC World and Currys [high electronic retailers in the UK] that operates more 
than 1400 stores most of which are in the UK (Report and Financial Statements 31 March 2004). 
(Figures for just the UK are unavailable).
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nine times greater (Report and Financial Statements 31 March 2004), and is 
considerably more than the target set for Sony Centre B by its owner. These two 
factors contribute to lower retail prices and therefore a good competitive position.
This means that large retail chains such as John Lewis, Jessops and Dixons are able 
to sell more digital cameras and other electronic products more cheaply than most 
Sony Centres, as made evident during my fieldwork77. In a telephone conversation 
with a representative from Sony Style78, during which I posed as a potential customer 
(2 April 2004), I was told that costs of products on offer directly from Sony UK are 
kept high so as not to directly compete with Sony Centres, in recognition of the risks 
and economies of scale under which Sony Centres operate.
On the other hand, the managers of Sony Centres B and H and staff across Sony 
Centres pointed out that being associated so strongly with Sony advantages Sony 
Centres because they sell only Sony products. In Chapter 5 I explained how Sony 
Centre staff draw upon meanings constructed for the Sony brand. Selling only Sony 
products helps to advantage Sony Centres over other technology retailers, and, in 
principle, increase sales. Indeed, one of the common assumptions of customers is 
that Sony Centres are owned and operated by Sony (Manager Sony Centre H). By 
being associated with Sony and by selling only Sony products, Sony Centre Dealing 
and owners configure customers to draw upon meanings attached to Sony and the 
Sony brand, and attach them to Sony Centres. On the other hand, owners of Sony 
Centres benefit Sony UK by bearing risks to which it would otherwise be exposed if it
77 For example, two of the most popular Sony digital cameras are the P73 and P100 models (telephone 
conversation with representative from Tottenham Court Road Sony Centre 30 Nov 2004). Whilst the 
Tottenham Court Road Sony Centre retailed these models at £180 and £270 respectively, PC World, 
Dixons and John Lewis retail each of these models at £175 and £240 respectively.
78 Sony Style is the name given to Sony’s own telephone and internet retail service 
(www.sonystyle.co.uk. Accessed 24 Apr 2002).
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operated Sony Centres, although these risks would be less than those born by 
owners of individual Sony Centres. Further, having the Sony brand present and very 
visible on the high street also benefits Sony because it results in increased sales.
Employee benefits
Benefits given to Sony Centre staff and the socio-demographic positions of Sony 
Centre staff are not conducive to how they should train and work on themselves in 
order to provide good customer service and reinforce preferred meanings for the 
Sony brand. The greatest cost of running a Sony Centre is staff (Managers of Sony 
Centres B and H), and responsibilities for staff fall solely with owners. The average 
Costs of Sales per store owned by Sonex Communications for 2003/2004 was 
£359,000, whilst its average staff cost per store of four members was £61,000.
£61,000 represents roughly 17% of the Costs of Sale of each store (Report and 
Financial Statements 31 March 2004). But because much administration is 
undertaken at Sonex Headquarters, economies of scale mean that, compared to 
those Sony Centres that are sole enterprises such as Sony Centre B, administration 
costs are lower per store. However, even if this figure of 17% is representative of 
most of those Sony Centres I visited (which is feasible given the importance Sony UK 
gives to maintaining an homogeneous group of Sony Centres), it is not surprising that 
owners of Sony Centres attempt to keep labour costs as low as possible. Thus, staff 
and managers reported that weekly wages for Sony Centre staff in London excluding 
managers are about £210, meaning that staff members depend heavily upon earning 
commission. This dependence is exacerbated by the fact that nearly all staff work full 
time at Sony Centres, meaning that their income is not supplemented from additional 
work outside of Sony Centres. None of the full time staff to whom I spoke reported 
working in a second job, although they are permitted to do so.
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Whilst the average wage across all sectors in London is £565 per week, the average 
wage across the UK is £446 (Office for National Statistics 2004b), and the average 
wage for shop floor staff in the UK retail sector is £211 (Office for National Statistics 
2004a). Although retail is therefore marked by relatively low average wages, it might 
be expected that, given the demands upon Sony Centre staff to undertake 
specialised training and to understand some of the complexities of operating new 
technologies, weekly wages for Sony Staff in London would be higher than average 
retail wages across the UK. This would also be expected because, from my 
observations and discussions with staff, nearly all Sony Centre workers in London 
are male (during all the visits I made I only encountered one female worker [Sony 
Centre E, visit 2]), and women in the retail sector are largely concentrated in the 
lower levels of the occupation, with men tending to take more senior positions 
(Bradley 1989, Pettinger 2005). Thus, the average weekly wages in London for men 
is 28% higher than those for women across all sectors (Office for National Statistics 
2004b).
Yet, wages of £210 per week for Sony Centre staff in London are not only at the 
national average for retail work. They compare with wages of approximately £270 for 
shop floor staff at John Lewis on Oxford Street79 and £250 at Dixons’ stores in 
London80. Sony Centre staff wages more closely resemble those of shop floor 
workers in lower skilled and feminised retail sectors such as in clothing and food, yet 
even some of the large retail chains in these sectors offer higher wages. For 
example, Marks and Spencer Group PLC81 (which operates a chain of department
79 Job advertisement placed at www.johnlewspartnership.co.uk (Accessed 5 October 2004).
80 Correspondence with Group Resourcing, Dixons PLC October 2004.
81 www.marksandspencer.co.uk (Accessed 15 Oct 2004).
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stores throughout the UK) pays floor staff in its food halls approximately £290 per 
week82, and Next PLC83 (a child and adult clothes retailer with branches across the 
UK) pays approximately the same. And whilst staff at many large retailers such as 
John Lewis, Marks and Spencer and Dixons are given profit sharing or shares in the 
companies for whom they work, Sony Centre staff do not (Managers of Sony Centres 
B and H). Thus, the work and benefits of Sony Centre staff more closely resemble 
those of retail workers across the whole of the retail sector in the UK (including 
fashion retail workers in Pettinger’s studies), than they do workers in high technology 
retail and larger food and fashion retail outlets in London. For example, although it is 
feasible that much of the work of Sony Centre staff is similar to the work of Dixons’ 
staff, the latter are better paid and receive better employee benefits.
Low rates of pay for Sony Centre staff may be explained in part by similarities 
between the behind the scenes work they do and the work of fashion retail workers, 
and by the business model in which Sony Centres operate, as I have explained. 
However, their positions are also complicated by race because Sony Centre staff are 
overwhelmingly Pakistani-British. During all the visits I made, I noted only eight white 
workers out of a total of approximately 40 members of staff. Those of Pakistani origin 
are much more likely than other ethnic minority group (other than Bangladeshis) to 
be living on low incomes (Department for Work and Pensions 2000/01). Almost 68 
per cent of Pakistani Britons live in low-income households before housing costs 
were deducted in 2000 (ibid). This is compared with 49 per cent of Black Non- 
Caribbean and 21 per cent of white people who live on low incomes (ibid).
82 Job advertisements placed at Marks and Spencer, Oxford Street, London, 5 Sep 2004.
83 www.next.co.uk. (Accessed 15 Oct 2004).
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The business model within which Sony Centres operate and staff pay and conditions 
make Sony Centre staff members’ experiences more similar to those of lower skilled 
retail workers (e.g. Bowring 2002, du Gay 1996, Lury 2000, Pettinger 2004, 2005, 
2006) than of workers in other high technology stores and even higher end food and 
clothing stores. They position staff toward what Bowring calls the dark side of flexible 
production (2002). Unsurprisingly, these factors are not conducive to the quality of 
service demanded by Sony Dealing, owners and managers. For example, high staff 
turnover is not conducive to maintaining highly trained personnel. Staff turnover 
across Sony Centres even exceeds average staff turnover across all retail sectors of 
around 50% (du Gay 1996, Gardner and Sheppard 1989). For instance, during the 
twelve months to September 2004, the manager of Sony Centre B had hired a total 
of 34 members of staff in order to maintain a staff number of 9. Thus, he lost 35 
members of staff during this period; yet all these members had received some form 
of training, including training at Sony Dealing. The undesirability that some staff 
members feel about working at a Sony Centre for any length of time is illustrated in a 
discussion I had at Sony Centre H about a job vacancy in which I showed interest 
during my research. The manager divulged that his workers generally worked for 
approximately six months and was surprised when I asked him if the vacancy was 
permanent: “Well, you can have the job as long as you like.” Following this comment, 
another member of staff laughed and explained: “People don’t stay here that long” 
(emphasis in original comment).
6.4.3 Practices of relationships at work
From my research, how staff members use mobile phones in Sony Centres reveal a 
complex set of practices in which staff members undertake boundary work. For 
example, in Sony Centre A, I watched a member of staff (white, male, mid twenties)
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on the shop floor using his mobile phone to read and respond to a text message in 
between looking out for customers who might have entered the store.
When staff members use their mobile phones at work for non-work related 
correspondence, they challenge constructed boundaries between work and non­
work. They bring social relationships that are practiced outside of work into the space 
of work. However, the very visible use of a mobile phone in the above instance on 
the shop floor was very unusual. Although in four other stores (Sony Centres D, F, H 
and K) I noted occasions in which friends would sometimes come in for a brief chat 
with staff, staff to whom I spoke in these stores segmented non-work from actual 
work spaces in Sony Centres when they reported that, whilst they used text 
messaging, they tended to do so by going to stock rooms, behind Sony Centres 
where stock tended to be received, or even toilets.
Nippert-Eng (1995) describes such places that are outside dedicated work-spaces as 
strictly neither work nor home. She describes how staff at The Lab permitted 
themselves to talk about home in these spaces because they were not work spaces. 
Similarly, staff members bring non-work into spaces in which they are not working 
during work time. However, when staff do this, they practice non-work during work 
time. In this way they are similar to intentions by Sony Training that staff members 
study for a qualification that benefits staff members, whilst in work time. However, 
their uses of mobile phones are different because they are on staff members’ terms, 
and staff members do not, as I shall explain, believe that managers would condone 
these activities. Certain practices of non-work in work time are legitimate from the 
positions of managers and Sony Training, whilst others are not.
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Figure 6-5 Staff members’ uses of mobile phones bring non-work into non-work spaces
in Sony Centres, during work time
In the early 1990s mobile phones were not as widely used as in the early 2000s84. 
Scientists at Nippert’s Lab were limited to using fixed line telephones. However, 
unlike Sony Centre staff, uses of telephones for non-work calls by scientists were not 
subject to censure by senior staff. Rather, the experiences of Sony Centre staff are 
similar to blue collar staff in Nippert-Eng’s study (1995). According to Nippert-Eng, 
the time that these blue-collar workers spent on the phone for ‘personal’ calls was a 
frequent source of contention. Sony Centre staff often calculate how best to work 
around managers’ surveillance of their activities during work time in Sony Centres. I 
found that, in general, Sony Centre staff prefer to employ text messaging over 
making mobile phone calls during work time because they think that they would be 
less likely to be discovered by managers who, they believe, would take the position 
that mobile use impinges upon their work. It is surprising, however, that during the 
whole of my research, I was not aware of any occasion in which staff had been 
reprimanded for using their mobiles, although managers reported to me that they did 
not want staff to use their mobiles either on or off the shop floor. Tactics of using 
mobile phones away from shop floor spaces, where staff are more likely to be seen, 
and in more private spaces such as stock rooms, unloading areas and toilets, are
84 The number of users of mobile phones in the UK has risen from below 1 million in 1990 to 
approximately 25 million in 2000 (Independent Expert Group on Mobile Phones 2000).
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largely successful. How staff members were able to practice non-work relationships 
through text messaging permitted a deception that these staff felt they could not 
practice without a mobile phone. Yet, they had to employ further tactics in order to 
not be discovered. Staff are subject to the strategic gaze of managers at work, but 
the mobility of mobile phones means that they are able to practice social 
relationships during work time but in spaces in which they are not always working.
In contrast to these staff, du Gay (1996) reports how managers in his study practiced 
non-work social relationships at work. Whilst these managers even invited friends 
into their offices, practicing non-work social relationships is risky for Sony Centre staff 
because of the likelihood of being observed. This is because the practice of non-work 
relations does not accord with how staff should work. Whilst for managers in du 
Gay’s study (1996), the practice of inviting friends in to their offices who were out 
shopping, but who had just popped in ‘for a chat’, was almost a perk of their 
positions, for Sony Centre staff it is not. Whilst managers work in spaces that are 
their own in terms of the everyday functioning of the retail outlets they managed,
Sony Centre staff are able to make time their own only temporarily in Sony Centres.
The use of stores by managers as places of socialisation draws du Gay (1996) to 
conclude that the structure and geography of the retail industry allows the 
socialisation and culturalisation of market relations within its own borders. He argues 
that because of their locations, retail sites are much more easily appropriated for the 
purposes of non-work activity (by managers rather than shop floor staff) than most 
conventional office spaces ever could be. However, because of much wider uses of 
mobile phones, practices of non-work relationships extend more easily to Sony 
Centre staff because they are able to make themselves more available to others.
This now has little to do with the location of retail outlets. On the contrary, as Gant .
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and Kiesler (2002) argue, when staff use wireless technologies, they increase their 
temporal and spatial mobility whilst still remaining subject to constraints.
How managers in the study by du Gay (1996) practiced non-work relationships was 
replicated in my interviews with managers of Sony Centres. Whilst I have already 
noted that staff were conscious of customers and managers when talking with me 
about their work, managers were not concerned about spending time talking with me. 
For example, after I had introduced myself as a researcher to the manager of Sony 
Centre B, he was at ease spending over an hour talking with me and showing me 
around the store whilst staff members were otherwise serving customers. On a 
previous occasion in which I posed as a customer in the same store, this manager 
spent another thirty minutes with me talking about and demonstrating different 
technologies even though I had explained that I was not looking to buy anything on 
that occasion. This contrasted with conversations I had with staff across Sony 
Centres whilst I posed as a customer or a researcher, which staff kept to a maximum 
of about five minutes.
Staff concerns about the strategic gaze of owners and managers were exacerbated 
in Sony Centre B because of the existence of closed circuit cameras that the owner 
had placed throughout the store and which, according to the manager, the owner 
employed regularly and was able to operate from his home. Although closed circuit 
cameras are used in all the Sony Centres I visited, Sony Centre B was the only store 
I was aware of in which the owner did this. However, whilst the manager explained to 
me that the staff were very aware of being watched, the manager’s behaviour 
towards me, which even extended to disclosing confidential information, indicated 
that he was not, or believed he was not, as subject to the same strategic gaze as 
staff. Staff are subject to the gaze and strategies of managers and practice tactics in
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relation to them, but managers whom I interviewed and to whom I spoke did not 
practice such tactics.
6.4.4 Sales targets and staff members’ tactics
The stress placed upon meeting targets in order to cover high overheads because of 
low economies of scale means that staff experience pressure to sell products. If they 
do not meet sales targets then they run the risk of being dismissed, as different 
managers explained to me. Yet, because of the ways in which customers are 
intended to experience Sony Centres, Sony Centre staff should allow customers to 
browse and should be able to spend time with customers in order to show them how 
different technologies work. At the same time they run the risk of customers not 
actually buying anything. In contrast to the emphasis in the ‘Can you sell Son/ 
courses, managers explained that staff have to balance the requirement to let 
customers look around, whilst at the same time learn how to get sales. For example, 
the manager of Sony Centre H explained, “The bottom line is that staff are here to 
sell things. If a customer is wasting your time, then you need to move on. You’ve got 
to be polite, but if he isn’t really interested in buying anything, then it’s not really on 
from the point of view of the assistant.” Here, ‘wasting time’ is taking up the time of a 
staff member whilst not having the intention of at least thinking about buying 
something. Thus, members are required to classify visitors to a Sony Centre based 
upon their behaviour. This is an additional activity that staff members should perform. 
It is not one that Sony UK requires, but is one that owners and managers require, 
and it counters how staff members should reflect and reinforce the Sony brand. The 
bottom line for owners and managers is meeting sales targets, whilst for Sony it 
includes sustaining the Sony brand.
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Some staff have to do boundary work between work and non-work, but for one 
member of staff, the entry of non-work into work-time and work space did not arise 
from her own choice. In June 2004, the manager of Sony Centre H terminated the 
employment of a nineteen year old Asian woman because, he explained, she was 
consistently unable to approach her monthly sales target. The background to this, he 
reported, was that she received uninvited visits from what he termed ‘male admirers’ 
two to three times a week. He argued that these men distracted her from serving 
other customers. Following a discussion between her and the manager, she tried to 
dissuade these visitors. The manager explained that this attention eventually turned 
into harassment because they did not cease visiting. Nevertheless, the manager 
stated: “She needed to get rid of them politely, but she couldn’t handle it. She didn’t 
know what to do.” It even transpired that she started receiving flowers from two 
customers. “She had a boyfriend, but they [the visitors] didn’t care. Basically, 
because she couldn’t deal with them, she couldn’t meet her targets.” An analysis of 
sexual harassment at work falls outside the scope of this chapter, but it is pertinent 
that the manager placed responsibility for stopping her harassment upon her.
Because she did not, the manager terminated her position because, the manager 
stated, she “couldn’t handle it”. Brought in to the realm of work, the harassment 
became very visible. Yet, the imperative of ‘the bottom line’, rather than the welfare of 
this member of staff, meant that, from the view of the manager, she was responsible 
for her own harassment and causing it to end. It was this imperative that was 
threatened by an activity that had no place in the work environment.
A few of the staff I interviewed employ tactics for dealing with the pressure to meet 
monthly sales targets. For example, a member of staff at Sony Centre I (Asian, male 
mid-twenties) who had been employed for eight months at this store stated: “It’s not 
really important if staff miss their targets because unless they are really bad, they 
aren’t going to get the sack. It’s difficult enough getting staff because of the pay and
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they [the managers] aren’t going to get rid of people unless they really have to. Who 
are they going to replace them with?” (emphasis in original comment). This position 
was reinforced by managers of Sony Centres B and H, who stated that high staff 
turnover inhibits good customer service because new staff are untrained in products. 
Both reported that retaining staff is imperative to good customer service, and 
continually training new members of staff is very expensive. This and other managers 
to whom I spoke believed that it was in their interests to retain staff even when they 
did not meet their targets, rather than to terminate their employment. At Sony Centre 
H, the manager had terminated the employment of only two members of staff: the 
one who was sexually harassed, and one who was discovered stealing memory 
sticks. These were the only members of staff I heard of during my research who, 
despite the general risk of being dismissed, had actually been dismissed.
As with to two other members of staff at other Sony Centres, a member of staff at 
Sony Centre B explained that the demands put upon him and others to meet sales’ 
targets meant that his job was so unappealing that it would be difficult for his 
manager to find a replacement, especially because staff turnover was so high (White, 
male, early twenties). He asserted that although demands to meet targets came from 
the manager, staff knew that they originated from the owner because it was he who 
had the actual financial interest. However, during my interview with the manager he 
explained that his own position depended in part upon staff meeting their targets. The 
owner did not say that staff must meet their targets, but that the manager should 
ensure that they must. The manager attempted to secure his position by reproducing 
the pressure put on him by the owner, and so aligned himself with the financial 
imperative of the owner.
Although gauging the effectiveness of these tactics practiced by a minority of staff is 
difficult (apart from the fact that staff and managers remained in their jobs), for the
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staff member at Sony Centre I, knowledge of his own position as a low paid worker in 
an employment sector with high staff turnover led him to calculate that his position 
was quite safe. The second staff member at Sony Centre B employed a tactic in 
which he turned the strategy of the owner against the manager. The latter is an 
excellent example of how tactics of consumption are contextual (de Certeau 1984, du 
Gay 1996). The tactic employed by this member of staff was not autonomous of the 
owner’s strategy, but practiced in relation to it.
De Certeau (1984) explains how workers are able to bring their own practices into 
the space of the ‘other’ and turn company time into their own time. When staff 
members resist strategies in these ways, then they temporarily adopt work time for 
their own uses. They redefine and personalise that time, and their practices are 
deviant. They do not fit the standard set for them. They make fallible strategies that 
are constructed for them and fail to reflect and reinforce meanings constructed for the 
Sony brand when they interact with customers.
Despite this, occasional practices of Sony Centre staff members highlight a clear 
problem in de Certeau’s thesis. A distinct celebratory edge exists throughout The 
Practice of Everyday Life, which limits its application. Although a minority of staff 
members’ practices are those of resistance against strategies to which they are 
subject, it is difficult to ascribe to them some of the descriptions of tactics that de 
Certeau employs. Staff are not “always on the watch for opportunities that must be 
seized ‘on the wing’. Their practices are not “hunters’ cunning”, “clever tricks”, or 
“joyful discoveries” (de Certeau 1984 pxix). This celebratory edge contrasts with very 
real social and/or economic problems in which people find themselves. The class, 
ethnic and economic positions of staff demonstrates how these activities are 
practiced in the context of very real difficulties.
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6.4.5 Managers’ tactics
As I demonstrated in 6.4.3, managers are positioned in a different relationship to 
Sony UK and owners than staff. A principal way in which opportunities to employ 
tactics are made only temporary is through the employment of ‘mystery shoppers'. 
The manager of Sony Centre B explained that following visits by mystery shoppers, 
managers are given reports. However, rather than focus any criticisms upon 
individual staff members, managers are held to account. Any deficiencies of staff 
members’ knowledge or ability to demonstrate that knowledge, because they may not 
take advantage of opportunities available to them, are seen as managers’ 
deficiencies.
Thus, the manger explained, “the buck stops with me. It’s in my interest (that staff 
know the Sony products). It’s my job. If I get a complaint about one of my staff and 
Mr [name of owner] finds out, then it’s my head on the block. Staff should learn on 
the job. They get lots of opportunities, but they don’t always take advantage of them, 
so I have to make them.” This manager described how he occasionally has to take a 
direct approach to getting staff to learn the technologies as they should, a tactic 
replicated by other managers to whom I spoke. Nodding to two white members of 
staff behind the service counter, he explained: “Quite often I have to give someone a 
camera and say: ‘Learn that; I’ll be back in half an hour to ask you some questions 
about it’. It works for that occasion, but I shouldn’t have to do it”.
This Sony Centre manager explained that the owner of the store emphasises that the 
responsibility to motivate his staff lies with the manager, “to get the most out of 
them”. But whilst managers should deal with staff in ways that accord with strategies 
of Sony Dealing, when staff do not work as they are intended, then managers are
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made responsible. Failure of staff to act in the expected way is constructed as a 
deficiency of managers.
Thus, for Sony UK and owners, occasional failures of staff to act as they are intended 
are not informed by the ways in which Sony Centre staff in general are constructed to 
be, the business model within which Sony Centres operate, or staff pay and benefits. 
It is not so much that staff are observed and assessed by ‘mystery shoppers’, but 
managers themselves. Managers have to pursue their own tactics for getting staff to 
learn technologies as they should, in order to protect their own position. Managers 
have to occasionally bypass Sony Dealing’s strategies in order to make it appear as 
though staff members are taking advantage of the opportunities available to them, 
and that they are managing them ‘properly’. When managers have to employ tactics 
that force staff to learn about particular products, they reintroduce direct control over 
them.
My description of managers’ positions and practices demonstrate that the 
dichotomous position between those who employ strategies and those who employ 
tactics is not useful for understanding practices and positions of Sony Training, 
managers, owners and staff. Managers exist in a different relationship to Sony 
Centre Dealing than staff do. As this chapter has shown, significant differences exist 
between Sony Centre staff and managers, so that describing them in terms of this 
dichotomy is difficult. This challenges the usefulness of this dichotomy for sufficiently 
explaining some of the practices of staff and managers in Sony Centres.
6.5 Conclusion
This chapter continues my investigation of brands, using the digital camera as a case 
study. By examining the practices of employees who work on behalf of a global new
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domestic technologies brand, I have been able to extend Lury’s (2004) analysis of 
how employees in branded environments are mobilised as representatives of brands.
Sony Centre staff are made subject to strategies that are intended to ensure that 
their practices of customer service are consistent with the Sony brand, Sony digital 
cameras and other Sony technologies. These strategies require staff to blur 
boundaries between work and non-work. It is also evident that although their work 
involves interacting with customers, much of it, as with other types of retail, entails 
physical work and working with material objects. Investigating the material aspects of 
staff members’ work also undermines distinctions between the characteristics of high 
technology retail and lower end retail, for example, fashion. The concept of emotional 
labour is important for understanding the work of Sony Centre staff. However, 
overemphasising its importance would neglect other aspects of their work and 
similarities between different types of retail.
Strategies of Sony Dealing, managers and owners are largely successful. As I have 
demonstrated, most staff have a good working knowledge of Sony technologies, 
including digital cameras, and they provide a good degree of customer service. 
However, despite being expected to work in particular ways, Sony Centre staff 
occasionally undermine the Sony brand in their interactions with customers, and 
undertake boundary work for their own benefit. Sony digital cameras and the Sony 
brand in Sony Centres need to be understood in terms of the social relations 
between staff, managers, owners and Sony UK, the economic situations of staff 
members, and ethnicity and social class, and not just in terms of the goals and 
practices of designers of Sony Centres that should ensure a positive brand 
experience through a motivated work force.
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The continuation of strategies of Sony UK, owners and managers imply that they 
treat occasions in which staff do not work as they are intended as anomalies. Staff 
who do this are not accounted for in the absence of practices that might more 
considerably challenge the financial imperatives of Sony Centres and those that own 
them, such as some form of industrial action. Because staff do not challenge the 
basic drive to profit and success of Sony Centres, those that have an interest in this 
drive are blind to some staff activities. Their practices do not lead to change. Sony 
Centre staff do not command sufficient power to make a difference to the ways in 
which Sony Centres are run and the business models within which they operate.
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Chapter 7 The DigiCam online brand 
community
7.1 Introduction
In this chapter, I report my ethnography of a group of geographically separated 
individuals who belong to an online community whose members own DigiCam 
branded digital cameras. I embed my discussion in an argument about how core 
members of the community practice boundary work by constructing the community 
as a space for particular activities that impact upon the construction of DigiCam 
cameras and the DigiCam brand. It is also clear that members appear indifferent to 
the brand in their interactions, and it is never a topic of conversation between them.
In 7.2,1 discuss and justify my use of the term ‘community’. In 7.3,1 discuss practices 
of members. The community has some of the characteristics of what Lave and 
Wenger (1991) and Wenger (1998) call a ‘community of practice’. In part it is a forum 
for learning, submitting queries and giving advice about DigiCam cameras. Over 
time, members set parameters for how they should interact and even talk about how 
they use their cameras. The group has become a site in which members show care 
for one another and undertake practices of friendship. When members do talk about 
their cameras, they tend to do so by providing accounts of some of their everyday 
lives.
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In 7.4,1 show how members continue to construct DigiCam cameras when they 
explicitly talk about them and technologies related to them. However, members 
continue to set parameters for interactions, which impact upon how members 
construct DigiCam.digital cameras.
One might argue that the DigiCam group is unrepresentative of branded 
communities. As I have previously argued, exceptions can help to improve theory. 
However, very little or no research of branded communities has come from sociology, 
and so contextualising this study is difficult. Nevertheless, similarities exist between 
members of the DigiCam community and members of other ‘fan’ communities in the 
ways they interact and structure the group. In particular, I compare and contrast 
findings from this chapter with Baym’s study of a TV soap community (2000).
Quotations I make from members' emails appear in c o u r ie r  New font. Texts that 
appear in Bold courier new font in emails are my own that I added to them. I have 
changed contributors’ names and deleted subject titles and precise dates in order to 
retain confidentiality or anonymity85.
7.2 Community problems
Bakardjieva, in her study of the concept of Virtual community’ (2003), argues that 
using the term ‘community’ to describe some online groups may be problematic 
because of existing controversies about virtuality. In literature, the notion of online is 
synonymous with virtuality (e.g. Balsamo 1993, Baym 2000, Donath 1998, Holmes 
1997, Jones 1997, Shields 1996), and authors who have researched and debated 
online communities have tended to describe them in terms of virtuality (e.g. Donath
85 Because I have reproduced members’ emails, spelling mistakes appear throughout.
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1998, Rheingold 1993, 1994, Turkle 1997, Wilbur 1997), although this is not always 
the case (Baym 2000). For some authors, virtuality is synonymous with 
depthlessness and superficiality, and it is a poor substitute for face-to-face 
communication and interaction (e.g. Postman 1992, see Bakardjieva 2003, Miller and 
Slater 2000, Woolgar 2002). .
Bakardjieva therefore suggests that “virtual togetherness” may better describe the 
different forms of engagement that people perform together online, as it helps to 
illustrate how group life is practiced (2003 p292). However, I prefer to employ the 
term ‘community’ to describe the DigiCam group, in that it is a social grouping that 
shares in some kind of shared project (Baym 2000). It does not imply co-presence 
but describes a group whose members participate in an activity, and whose members 
share common understandings concerning what they are doing and how it should be 
done.
I also follow an approach that emphasises the symbolic construction of communities 
(Fernback 1999). By emphasising meaning rather than structure, Cohen (1985) 
asserts that community exists in the minds of participants. Community is a social 
construction and if, as Fernback asserts in his discussion of the definition of 
‘cybercommunity’ (1999), participants understand the group in which they participate 
to be a community, then it is real for them. Members of the DigiCam group often refer 
to the group as a community, and they practice it in ways that are very similar to how 
members of offline communities practice them. Thus, rather than coming to the group 
with a pre-conceived notion that the real is somehow ‘authentic’ and the virtual 
‘inauthentic’ (Light 1999), this chapter is necessarily concerned with how members 
make the virtual real (Woolgar 1999), or, as Miller and Slater (2000) posit, how the 
internet is achieved by those who practice it. The very minimalism of the definition of
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the notion of community at this point opens the way to investigate how the group is 
constructed and practiced through the interactions of its members.
7.3 The DigiCam Group
‘Stuart’ founded the DigiCam community in 2000. In 2001, ‘Stuart’ sent an email to 
the group in which he gave a very brief biography. He explained that he has always 
taken a keen interest in photography and that he started with a 35mm camera. He 
stated that he had decided after much deliberation to “go for a digital” the previous 
year, after his previous film camera had broken. He also explained that he enjoys 
travelling and that he hoped to travel to a Latin American country that year.
By September 2003, the group consisted of 129 ‘members’ -  the title that ‘Stuart’ and 
other members give to themselves. Although the frequency of email submissions 
fluctuates from day to day, weekly email submissions remain fairly stable at about 
thirty. The types of photographs that members share with each other via email relate 
to topics such as animals, landscapes and members’ hobbies. In 7.3.2 I discuss an 
incident in which a member posted a link to his photographs that became subjects of 
disagreement over whether they should be permitted because of their content. In 
order to retain anonymity, I have not presented examples of photographs that 
members post.
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7.3.1 Practising membership
One of the first emails to be sent was from ‘Stuart’:
2001
Welcome [Peter] to this newly set up [name of host] group, 
intended for general use by [DigiCam] users.
Any contributions you may have, along with photographs would be 
very welcome and hopefully the site will be up and running 
succesfully in the shortest time possible
In this email, the founding member constructs the group to be for general use by 
people with DigiCam cameras. ‘Stuart’ sets parameters for who may join the group, 
and their activities. ‘General use’, though interpretively vague, begins to be defined in 
this email partly in terms of members ‘contributing’. In practice and overtime, this 
includes emailing the group with queries, responses, advice and tips.
In order to begin to participate in the group at its basic level -  to receive emails sent 
by existing members -  a person clicks on a ‘sign-up’ link on the group’s home page. 
This homepage consists of a brief description of the aims of the group. However, 
before doing this, the person must first find the group. From members’ 
correspondence, I discovered that members most commonly do this by searching the 
website that hosts this group.
The greatest motivation for joining the community, which can be elicited from 
members’ emails, is the desire to get support from existing members, especially 
following the purchase of a DigiCam camera. The following email is an example:
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2 0 0 3
Hi, i am a new member of this group.I am also a little "silly" (to 
say the least).Well, to cut along story short I have managed to 
delete all my photos off my cameras smartmedia card!! ! I have a 
DigiCam [model number] and probably don't make as much use of it, 
as I either would like or should.Hopefully joining this group will 
encourage me to do just that.
Anyway, my immediate problem is to try and recover my lost 
pictures. Is there anyone who could please help,advise me with 
this - my friends just say "forget it, just be more careful next 
time".But I really do want to recover my pictures.
Thank you for bearing with my rambling ( if you actaully got this
far) and any help you may offer
[unsigned]
Members practice ‘membership’ in different ways. At its most basic level, the title and 
category of ‘member’ is loose. One can be a member and neither contribute to, nor 
help to maintain, the community through regular contact. This is not to say, however, 
that some members who do not contact other members or do not send photographs 
to the group do not derive a sense of identity of belonging to the group and do not 
closely follow email postings. Baym (2000) shows that although some members in 
her online study may have been invisible to other members because they did not 
post, they still actively derived a sense of belonging to and being a part of the group. 
Similarly, some members of the DigiCam group who do not regularly communicate 
with it follow emails fairly closely. For example, ‘Janice’ sent an email in late 2002 in 
which she refers to emails sent to the group a few weeks before. She explains that 
she is “a newish member, also a lurker”. She says she wants to buy some memory 
for her camera, and that she has used some links from emails that members posted 
the previous week. However, she says that she would like any opinions about 
whether branded is better than unbranded memory.
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From this and similar emails that I shall discuss, the community has some of the 
characteristics of what Lave and Wenger (1991) and Wenger (1998) call a 
‘community of practice’, in that the DigiCam community is a joint enterprise around 
using and finding out about DigiCam cameras. I shall argue that, in this respect, the 
DigiCam community is similar to the TV soap online community that Baym (2000) 
investigated, although I recognise that Baym’s study has no particular significance for 
brands.
Lave and Wenger (1991) describe how, in communities of practice^ newcomers are 
granted Legitimate Peripheral Participation as a means of both absorbing and being 
absorbed into the culture of the practice. In their research, they study Yucatec 
midwives, Vai and Gola tailors, US Navy quartermasters, meat-cutters, and non­
drinking alcoholics in Alcoholics Anonymous. However, Lave and Wenger tend to 
underplay how a community itself may be an important project, rather than just its 
focus. For members of the DigiCam group, the project of the community is intimately 
tied with their interest in their common project of discussing and using their DigiCam 
cameras, to the degree that members are concerned with how new and existing 
members interact with each other. From this position of Legitimate Peripheral 
Participation, peripheral members of the DigiCam community do not only gradually 
construct a general idea of how to use DigiCam cameras. They also begin to 
understand how they should interact, and the importance that members place upon 
the community itself is shown when members’ interactions are not just about the 
uses of their cameras. Further, as I shall show, how members practice and structure 
the community impacts upon how they talk about and construct DigiCam cameras.
After signing themselves up to the group, members receive an email message. Some 
new members introduce themselves. If they do not, other members encourage them 
to tell existing members about themselves. These encouragements draw from the
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development of practices of self-disclosure by members. Thus, new, peripheral 
members learn how to practice the community correctly in terms of how it is 
constructed by long-term members. Practices of self-disclosure are normalised over 
time in the community, and hence through them, members set parameters for new 
members’ practices. For example, when ‘Bo’ joined the group in 2002, ‘Louise’ sent 
the following email:
2002
Hello [Bo] welcome to the group, hope you will enjoy being a 
member, it is fun and maybe you could post a pic in the members 
gallery and tell us a little about yourself when you get a moment.
Such practices are similar to those of members in Baym’s study (2000). In her study, 
people who responded to new members or members who were previously ‘lurkers’, 
worked as a welcome committee, and they encouraged new members to remain 
active by letting them know that they had an interested audience.
Once they have joined the group, new members may begin to respond to others’ 
emails, pose questions related to digital photography and join discussions. However, 
many members join the group, pose queries that they want resolving and then do not 
correspond again. This indicates that the group is a one-off resource for them, rather 
than a forum for greater involvement.
Very early on in the group, ‘Stuart’ referred to members who most regularly 
contribute and instigate discussions in the group as “the active” or “core” group. 
Whilst some such discussions centre on digital photography and their cameras, 
others do not. By labelling them as such, ‘Stuart’ portrayed these members as the 
most important in the community, that the community revolves around their practices,
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and that their practices are those to which other members should aspire. Lave and 
Wenger (1991) refer to members that practice similar roles to these core members in 
communities of practice, as ‘oldtimers’. Lave states:
Newcomers become oldtimers through a social process of increasingly 
centripetal participation which depends on legitimate access to ongoing 
community practice. Newcomers develop a changing understanding of practice 
over time from improvised opportunities to participate peripherally in ongoing 
activities of the community. Knowledgeable skill is encompassed in the process 
of assuming an identity as a practitioner, of becoming a full participant, an 
oldtimer (Lave 1999 p68).
However, legitimate peripheral membership of the DigiCam group has become based 
as much upon learning how to practice relationships in the community correctly, as 
about the project of digital photography using DigiCam cameras.
In order to be accepted by core members, peripheral members are encouraged 
implicitly, though rarely explicitly, to conform to existing norms and parameters of the 
group, that have built up over time about how to interact. They undergo processes of 
acceptance by other members who already practice similar activities in the 
community. Members signify and practice acceptance of new members when they 
send responses to, and enquire about, new members and their work. These 
‘oldtimers’ form a loose core group of about ten to fifteen. They demonstrate that the 
‘practice’ of the DigiCam community includes the community itself. Core members 
have a socially constructed view of the community and what it is to practice it 
correctly.
‘Graham’ is an example of a ‘core’ member of the group, and he is one of its most 
frequent communicators, sending one or more emails nearly every day. After signing 
himself up to the group, he introduced himself to the other members.
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V2002
Hi! Thought I'd drop in and introduce myself. My name is [Graham] 
and I live in [name of town in Scotland]). I have been taking 
photographs for a number of years with a Canon AVI SLR86 and 
changed to digital last year. It was a difficult decision for me 
to make as I wasn't completely sold on the idea. However, I bought 
a [model of the DigiCam range] and sold my SLR outfit to recoup 
some of my outlay.I'm still not 100% for the digital but heading 
that way. There are a couple of questions that I would like to ask 
: What photo editing programme do you guys use? and does anybody 
know if it's possible to get real photographic prints from digital 
images as opposed to inkjet prints? Thanks.
I had a look at the albums and have to say there are some really 
nice
pics there.
[Graham]
Often, members post photos to the website that show some of the environments 
around where they live, which they may have taken during day trips or walks. 
Members personalise these photographs when they accompany them with stories. 
They embed practices and discussions concerning DigiCam cameras and 
photographs in some of their everyday experiences and practices. Members’ 
interactions are rarely solely about particular aspects of their cameras, but are about 
contextual instances of when, where and why they may have used their cameras. For 
example, ‘Amy’ tells about her visit to some nearby gardens:
86 Single lens reflex.
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2003
' Today we have been to [name of gardens] it is truly beautiful, 
unfortunately we missed the flowering of the rhododendrons 
probably by about two weeks. We spent about 4 hours walking and 
tired is not the word I was thinking of but it was worth it. If 
anybody is in the area I can fully recommend that you pay a visit, 
it is west *of [town name near to [town name] , not too well 
signposted but visitor info is available on their web-site [site 
url] there will be some photo1 posted soon but tonight I am too 
tired. The weather has been fantastic.
Have you voted YET !
It is clear that the focus of this email is not upon digital photographs, DigiCam 
cameras or the DigiCam brand. The comment about the photographs she says she 
will post takes up a very small part of the email, but it remains important in it. ‘Amy’ 
believes that such an email, in which she contextualises some of her photographic 
practices by telling others about some of her activities, is valued by other members, 
which it was. This email brought about six responses from other members. ‘Paul’, a 
member who contributes only very occasionally, posted this message:
2003
Very nice photo, have taken many a picture in the grounds, this is 
very close to my area, we spend many hours in the New Forest 
taking the dogs for walks, also with camera at hand. Would like to 
see more of your Exbury photo1s .
[Paul]
‘Graham’ posted an email about a trip to a family history society in which he does 
not make any reference to digital photography. In the following email, ‘Mim’ tells of 
her regular holidays.
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2003
Hi [Amy]
my family and I usually go to [town in northern England] every 
year for a holiday which is a quite ordinary but beautiful place !
I always take my camera of course ! Yes, its been cold but have had 
some lovely sunny days too, lets hope spring is on its way!
[Mim]
This elicited a response from ‘Brian’, a new member. The email is partly about 
photography, but the context is given more of a central place, and photographs are 
displayed on a web page in order to tell others about his holidays.
2003
Hi
I noted a message from 'Amy' regarding holidays which elicited a 
responded from 'Mim' about [name of town in North of England]. Now 
I am a [name of English county] person through and through but I 
have to confess that one of my favourite places in all of the 
British Isles [rural area in north of England and two towns 
nearby]. My family have spent a good number of years exploring the 
area and come Easter time again this year will be no exception.
For interest I will post a few snaps in the folder 'Brian' H but 
• non of these started off as digital images, they have been scanned 
on a flat bed scanner from 6X4 prints.
Regards, [Brian]
Core members demonstrate their commitment to the group through practices of 
communication, encouragement, friendliness and divulging personal information. 
Becoming an accepted member of the community is less about displaying one’s 
knowledge about the brand and DigiCam cameras, and more about how one 
practices relationships with other members of the community.
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Members such as ‘Graham’ and ‘Amy’ have been most able to structure the norms of 
the community, and to direct conversations and its direction. By undertaking 
particular practices, core members construct parameters or boundaries for proper 
activities. Norms that are constructed, practiced and reinforced by ‘core’ members 
are strategic because, through them, they set parameters for new and other 
members’ practices. They construct the group as a space for particular activities.
Core members will occasionally encourage members whose activities are limited to 
improper, unofficial practices to communicate with the group. These include lurking 
and only occasionally dipping into discussions. ‘Amy’, a core member, regularly 
encourages such peripheral members to communicate with the group. The following 
is an excerpt from one.
2003
I notice with great excitement we now have 81 members and growing 
' - fantastic! Surely one of you has something to say!! !
Later in 2003 she sent an email encouraging comments for the monthly photograph 
competition. In this email ‘Amy’ uses upper case. This is widely recognised as a 
textual equivalent of shouting (Scheuermann and Taylor 1997).
2003
I DO HOPE YOU WILL [vote] before 1st Sep. REMEMBER without you 
there will be NO competition and we value your input this being 
YOUR group !
Some members may only correspond with other members when they need help with 
a problem they may have with their DigiCam cameras or related technologies. These 
types of peripheral members of the group rarely receive direct correspondence
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addressed through the group, and never receive emails enquiring about what they 
have been doing offline or why they have not been in contact with the group. If these
members post a query, they will generally get a reply, but sometimes they will not.
j
For example, ‘David’, who posted two to three times a month for three months, 
posted the following request to which he did not receive a reply.
2003
I have a friend who has asked some advice on getting their first 
digital camera and in their price range (max £150), have seen an 
[camera model from the DigiCam range] with 128mb card at £125. Has 
anyone used one of these and if so, could you give me some 
feedback?
Many thanks 
[David]
Findings concerning encouragements to communicate with other members and to 
divulge personal information are similar to findings in Baym’s study (2000). In her 
study, members expressed commitment to each other when, for example, they 
congratulated new members and brides to be. How members construct proper 
practices of membership in the DigiCam community is unlike how members of the 
brand communities researched by Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) construct them. They 
argue that practices, which create differentiation and identities between members of 
these groups, are based upon devotion to the brand, upon “really knowing” and 
appreciating its “culture, history, rituals, traditions and symbols” (ibid p419). In 
contrast members of the DigiCam group and members in Baym’s study place greater 
value upon their practices of commitment to each other. This has little to do with 
devotion to the brand and even DigiCam cameras and soaps, although discussions 
about DigiCam cameras remain central to the community. In fact, the DigiCam brand 
is never a topic of discussion between members to the degree that members appear
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indifferent to it, at least in their interactions. Members practice differentiation and 
identity in more personal ways, according to whether they contribute to group 
discussions, send photographs and help and support others. Core members 
personalise the group in the very process of constructing it. They make it personal, 
oriented to their own desires, but members’ practices of personalisation are 
normative and structural over time.
In the following extract, ‘Graham’ tells the group about one of his hobbies. Almost as 
an aside, he mentions that it may make an interesting photograph.
2003
Some of you may know that my other hobby is woodturning. I 
recently made a batch of novelty snowmen as Christmas ornaments.
They will be donated to the club I attend where they will 
(hopefully) be sold at our craft fair. I think they make for an 
amusing photograph :)
The following email from ‘Marie’ followed on from another member’s comments about 
photographing his dogs:
2003
Hi,
I too have hounds, 1 saluki, a saluki cross and a 1st cross 
saluki/greyhound, thay are all rescues.
These emails and others like them are practices of self-disclosure about aspects of 
members’ everyday lives, even though they have little or no connection to digital 
photography, cameras or the DigiCam brand. These types of emails are numerous, 
and they are valued and desired by members. Members come together out of 
common ownership of DigiCam cameras, but members place great value upon how
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others contextualise their ownership, for example when they provide stories about 
some of their everyday lives in which they may have used their cameras.
In the following email, ‘Amy’ replies to an email sent by ‘Graham’. These emails form 
part of a conversation between four members about storing photos on her PC. At the 
end she asks ‘Graham’ what he has been doing as she has not heard from him for a 
while. This email continues to illustrate how members orient their messages toward 
patterns of familiarity, friendliness (what Baym terms “an ethic of friendliness” [Baym 
2000 p121]) and social support. But is also a practice of personalisation - of making 
an email that is posted to all members of the community, and which includes 
references to digital photography, personal to one member. On the other hand, it is 
illustrative of how all community members can share and join in what would often be 
a one to one conversation offline.
2003
[Graham] I do not know in what format my pics are stored just took 
it for granted it would be jpeg but think I may do as suggested by 
others and store on CD as well as "My Pictures" thanks for reply - 
what are you up to these days haven't heard from you in a while.
‘Graham’ replied with the following email:
2003
Haven't been up to very much [Amy], been feeling a bit tired 
lately. Had a busy weekend though. I was at the Game Conservation 
Scottish Show which was held at Perth. I am involved with the 
Scottish Ferret Club and we had a stand at the show. We take it to 
basically do a bit of PR work with the ferrets, giving people the 
opportunity to handle them and see that they are not the dirty,
244
smelly, vicious brutes that many people think they are. I didn't 
take the camera as I was scared it might get stolen.
Anyway, good luck with your storage problem and thanks for asking 
about me :)
[Graham]
Another example of how members make correspondence personal draws from an 
email that ‘Amy’ posted, in which she asks if any other members have any holidays 
planned. She adds that she looks forward to seeing any holiday photographs that 
people may post to the site, despite, or perhaps because, postings of holiday 
photographs are very rare. In reply, ‘Ian’, who lives on the Mediterranean coast, sent 
an email that included the following extract. Firstly, this email illustrates acts of 
friendship and mutuality between distant and un-met members of the group. But 
secondly, although he posted three photographs of the surrounding area in which he 
lives for all members to see, he personalised them by making them for ‘Amy’ in 
particular, and he addresses the email to her.
2003
Hi [Amy] ,
You seem to need cheering up, so I've created an album named [name 
of region in which he lives] with 8 pics...hope you enjoy the pics
from this neck of the woods ......  320 days sunshine per year :)
Regards
[Ian]
Members’ rarely explicitly discuss, give, or request information about members’ 
families or partners, and photographs of families and friends are virtually absent from 
members’ emails. However, in 2003, one member apologised to ‘Amy’ for “not being 
about much lately” because his wife was terminally ill. Perhaps it was directly 
addressed to ‘Amy’ as she had previously submitted a message to the group after 
seeing that there were no new posts that day. After receiving the message
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addressed directly to her, ‘Amy’ sent a message addressed to him. Although all 
emails sent to the group show the email address of the sender, and therefore 
members are able to send emails directly to others, these members sent both emails 
via the group. In so doing, these members implicitly invited others to participate and 
share in the dialogue and practice of care, as happens in other interactions.
2003
[name of recipient]I am so sorry to hear about your wife, I wish 
you both all the very best. I am glad you manage to find a few 
mins. to check in from time to time and very glad your family have 
now formed a roster to give you a little respite. You take care 
and DO keep in touch ! I understand of course, you must spend time 
with your wife I will be thinking of you. [Amy]
In two further emails, one member explains that he has just come out of hospital after 
undergoing treatment for cancer, and another explains that he has not been able to 
post or read any messages because he has been in hospital with a close relative.
One member has divulged that he regularly suffers from mild depression. In an email 
he sent, he says he is feeling ‘low’ because of his difficulty in working. In response, 
another member, who is relatively new, sought to encourage him. In his response, he 
says that he has just returned from a holiday. This started a correspondence 
between them, which other members read and occasionally joined. On the one hand, 
this is another example of how members share in each others’ lives, support one 
another and are brought in on conversations that offline would perhaps be performed 
one-to-one, even though the facility exists for members to email each other directly 
and not via the group. But it is also an example of how members personalise digital 
photographs when they support other members. When they do this, members give 
importance to the photographs they take using DigiCam cameras. The new member
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posted a photograph that featured him on holiday. According to the email this 
member sent to the group at the same time, this photograph was intended to 
encourage him.
Members personalise their correspondence when they divulge personal stories. 
Personal stories are crucial media through which members construct and maintain 
social relationships, shared identities and the community, even though they are 
geographically divided and unseen. However they are also constructive of norms and 
parameters. Core members construct the group as a space for particular activities to 
which members must conform.
Such instances show that some members are often as, if not more, interested in 
each other as they are in digital photography and their cameras, although members 
use the latter to reinforce social relationships in the community. These findings are 
similar to findings in Baym’s study of soap fans (2000). For example, in her study, 
one member announced the birthday of her baby who she then reported had died 
from sudden infant death syndrome within days of her birth. Baym reports, “when she 
shared her tragedy with the group... I was not the only one in tears” (p131). Another 
member reports, “We’ve developed a kind of family, and when good things happen 
and bad things happen, there’s a lot of support out there (p131). As in Baym’s study, 
core members enjoy getting to know each other, and, when opportunities arise, 
providing one another with social support.
7.3.2 Testing boundaries
Core members generally accept equally emails that are not directly related to digital 
photography as those that are. However, on two separate occasions, the DigiCam 
community has become a site of conflict. A discussion of these events is important in
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view of Mackay’s observation that there is a dearth of discussions about conflict in 
studies of online communities (1997). The only instance when a member protested 
against material that he understood was not related to the digital photography, 
followed a two week period during which ‘Graham’, ‘Amy’ and two other members 
exchanged some memories of their experiences of music and cinema during the 
1950s and 1960s. A member who rarely posted messages to the group posted the 
following message:
2003.
Sorry to be such a bore, but does anyone think/consider we could 
get this group back "on track"? I appreciate that it is of some 
interest to reminise the past, but my e-mails seem to be full of 
non photographic topics.
I am away for a week as of Monday, and it would be very pleasent 
to see my inbox brimming full of digital camera concerns on my 
return.
Anyone else share my views??
Another member who also posted rarely sent the following reply:
2003
Yes I most certainly do, I'm still waiting for some constuctive 
comments on my question about the [...] flash.
However, in contrast, no core member objected to this conversation. This suggests 
that core members considered that it was a valuable or important discussion in the 
group. One core member sent a message in which he explicitly expresses the value 
he gives to communication between members, and rebuked both members for not 
posting any messages. He further reprimanded the second member by citing two 
responses to his query about a flash. What the protesting member considered ‘on
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track’ did not accord with core members’ desires. This member, who attempted to 
reposition boundaries for members’ interactions, subsequently left the group.
Active members of the DigiCam community are much more accepting of discussions 
that are unrelated to digital photography and their cameras than members in Baym’s 
study were of interactions that were unrelated to soaps. Baym reports that, as such 
emails grew in frequency, some members began to voice irritation with having to sift 
through emails that did not relate to soaps. Members therefore agreed to include the 
word TAN’ (to refer to ‘tangents’) in headers of emails, to indicate that email contents 
were not about soaps. The fact that members of the DigiCam group do not do this, 
and do not, apart from this one instance, complain about unrelated emails, suggests 
that such emails form a vital part of members’ interactions, and that members 
consider them to be very important.
What happens when someone joins the group whose activities fall outside 
parameters is illustrated in the following story, even though his correspondence drew 
from his personal interest in digital photography and his use of a professional model 
of the DigiCam range of cameras. This story is particularly pertinent because it 
demonstrates how dominant discourses in society inform how some core members 
construct the community and its parameters for members' activities, which include 
digital photography with DigiCam cameras.
In October 2003, ‘Paul’, a semi-professional photographer, became a member of the 
group. He submitted an email in which he explained that he is a ‘fine art 
photographer’, and he gave links to his home page that consisted of some of his 
photographs of goth, punk and fetish female nudes and portraits. Some of the same 
sex subjects were kissing or embracing. My research showed that some journalists
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who had reviewed his work described his photographs as pornographic and 
exploitative of women.
Following this email, one of the core male members sent two emails from which the 
following extracts come:
I am in no way criticising the quality of your photography, but 
the subject matter is not to my taste, nor would I consider it 
suitable for a family site.
One of the things I like about this group is I can show the 
photographs to my family safe in the knowledge that they are not 
seeing anything which may cause embarrassment to them or myself.
In these emails, the member explicitly constructs and reinforces parameters for the 
types of photographs that members should post on the group’s website. Following 
submission of these emails, the community became a site of conflict between this 
member and a few other male members who argued that such photographs should 
be viewed by members because of ‘Paul’s’ technical abilities. As such, uses of 
DigiCam cameras and what should or should not be permitted in the community were 
contested by different community members.
Despite this conflict, any debate about whether the photographs exhibited were in 
any way exploitative of women and their bodies was distinctly absent, as was any 
critique of the attitudes of the existing member. Possible photographic practices of 
patriarchy and misogyny were challenged by a member whose own criticisms were 
informed by dominant and patriarchal discourses in society about women, sexuality, 
the family and the home. Access to the group was subject to existing subjectivities 
and parameters set for members’ activities through time. Unlike previous studies of
250
branded communities, this member’s concerns were more about how objects were 
used in the community, rather than who used them. His interactions were focussed 
more on the community, and had nothing to do with the brand and its reputation. 
Subsequently, ‘Paul’ left the group upon mutual agreement with ‘Stuart’.
The member who objected to ‘Paul’s’ photographs reflects and perpetuates a 
socially, culturally and historically dominant notion that the female body is in some 
way dangerous and poses threats to particular formulations of morality (for example 
see Bordo 1988, Hutchinson 1994). Further, he constructs the family to be something 
that needs to be protected from viewing the types of photographs that the new 
member exhibits on his web site, and he constructs the family according to distinctly 
normative and heteronormative discourses. Implicit in his emails is that ’family' 
includes children and a wife (that he has a wife is evident from other emails he has 
sent to the group). Disturbingly, he assumes that his wife is equally vulnerable to 
these images, and thus that she also needs protecting. In a similar way to how 
advertisers portray women, he portrays his wife to be passive. However, on closer 
inspection, it is not clear from his first email that he has only his children and his wife 
in mind. The term ‘family site’ suggests that he and other members have constructed 
it to be a place in which members uphold and practice a particular notion of ‘family 
values’ even if women and children do not visit the site, for I did not read any emails 
from members during my ethnography that made reference to any of them being 
under the age of eighteen.
The normative subjectivities that this and other members bring online help to set 
parameters for how DigiCam cameras and the community should be practiced by 
members. On the one hand, attempting to resist them may be difficult because of the 
claim to normality (Bordo 1993b). Social relations determine the range of 
subjectivities that are open to any person, including members of the community.
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Where other positions exist, the person and community members have to fight to get 
access to them (Weedon 1997). On the other hand, claims to ‘nature’ and 
commonsense may discount even any thoughts of resistance. Both help to explain 
why any debate was absent in the above dialogue.
7.3.3 The virtual and the real
Members’ practices, their normative subjectivities, and the ways in which they 
construct parameters for how members should interact, contrast with accounts in 
which people are able to practice online communication, online identities and 
activities free from dominant discourses and practices in society. Miller and Slater 
(2000) relate how an assumed opposition between the virtual and the real has led to 
a post-structuralist claim that virtuality offers an experimental space in which the 
characteristics of all social realities and identities can be uncovered, deconstructed 
and transcended. For example, Turkle (1995) posits that people are able to 
anonymise themselves, change their personalities, switch genders, change their 
ages and experiment with multiple identities in virtuality. Stallabrass (1995) posits 
that the recasting of the self is the greatest freedom the internet offers. Users of the 
internet may reconstruct themselves in a “multiplicity of dazzling roles, changing from 
moment to moment according to whim” (p15).
Instead, members’ practices, that include those related to friendship, the home, 
family, sexuality and gender, indicate how members draw norms from the offline 
world that they then practice online. These norms help to constitute a relatively new 
medium -  the internet. This translation is illustrative of Woolgar’s ‘fourth rule of 
virtuality’: “the more virtual the more real” (Woolgar 2002, p268). How members set 
parameters for how peripheral members should practice both the online community 
and DigiCam cameras is an excellent example of the ways in which, according to
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Chalfen (1998), different agents structure how cameras are used and who views 
them.
Although all interactions occur online, some members’ interactions are examples of 
how some technologies are domesticated. In similar ways to the microwave 
(Cockburn 1992), the radio (Moores 1988) and television (O’Sullivan 1991, Spigel 
1992), some members’ emails show how the internet and digital cameras are 
domesticated according to the subjectivities and social relations of users. Silverstone 
and Hirsch (1992) and Mackay (1997) posit that the work of production does not end 
with the disappearance of a new technology into the home, but continues in 
consumption in the home. “Ineluctably”, Cockburn states, “technology enters into our 
gendered identities” (1992 p50). Mackay argues “The acquisition of technologies, 
and the uses to which they are put, depend on a complex set of factors relating to the 
cultural dispositions and competencies of households and their members [...]
These... are patterned in various ways -  notably in terms of gender, class, 
generation and geography” (1997 p278). However, at the same time, the member 
who objected to Paul’s photographs demonstrates how gendered subjectivities 
continue to be achieved through technologies. Members make the virtual real; they 
make the virtual to be part of the real.
A discussion that in part understands digital cameras in terms of domestic 
technologies is not a misunderstanding. Domestic technologies have been typically 
understood in terms of technologies that are permanently situated in the home, for 
example, the microwave (Cockburn 1992), the refrigerator (Cowan 1992), the 
television (Ang 1992), and the telephone (Rakow 1992). Yet, when members use 
DigiCam cameras, they deconstruct boundaries between the domestic and non­
domestic -  the world outside the home. This is because although nearly all of the 
photographs that members send to each other are shot outside the home, emails
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show that members download, upload, print and talk about digital photographs with 
other members, whilst in the home. Further, some members’ emails reveal some of 
their social relationships in the home. These can even inform how DigiCam cameras 
and their uses are constructed in the community, for example with reference to the 
members who discussed the validity of ‘Paul’s’ photographs. Members domesticate 
their DigiCam cameras, and when they talk about their cameras some-where, they 
continue to deconstruct boundaries between the virtual and the real. When writers 
describe and thus construct the internet as ‘virtual’, they also construct it as being no­
where (Fernback 1999), yet members make it some-where when they practice it in 
the home.
Practices of domestication are practices of personalisation, and they should therefore 
be understood within the broader category of personalisation. But, just as members 
domesticate digital cameras, they also incorporate DigiCam cameras into their 
everyday interactions in the community, and redefine them in terms that accord not 
only with relationships in the home but also with the values and interests of different 
members. Members make visible social relations of the home and the particularities 
of members.
7.4 Members talking about DigiCam cameras
7.4.1 Advice
Given the first half of this chapter, it is unsurprising that correspondence that is 
explicitly about DigiCam cameras is most often embedded in language patterns of 
kindness and familiarity that, in turn, encourage similar patterns. Patterns of 
interaction I have discussed inform how knowledge of DigiCam cameras is 
constructed in the community. As I shall show, they strongly reflect patterns of
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communication between soap fans in Baym’s study, even though Baym’s study had 
nothing to do with brands. ‘Alex’ made a request for other members’ experiences and 
recommendations in respect of online print ordering:
2003
I know it was mentioned last year but there are many new members 
now and I would like opinions/experiences/recommendations on 
onlineprint ordering.
My main concerns are about quality and security.
[Alex]
A member posted a response that included the following extract:
2003
I've found getting digital prints from a shop better than ordering 
them over the internet. The best deal I've found so far is at 
Boots, the prices are decent..
In a separate exchange, ‘Brian’ sent a message that included the following extract in 
which he apologises for not posting some pictures earlier:
2003
Hi Guys,
My apologises for not posting some pictures earlier. I have had 
problems loading pictures. I thought the trouble was due to my 
narrowband connection but now I have broadband it is not much 
better. Regards, [Brian]
A regular contributor sent a reply that included the following extract:
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2003 -
Hi [Brian] ,
It's not you, it's [name of the site host]; hey, that rhymes :) I 
find them terribly slow, very frustrating :(
Terms such as “I’ve found...” (in the second email) are similar to those found 
elsewhere, that include: “from my experiences I find that....”, and “I find that.... can 
be helpful too”. They are similar to phrases used by members in Baym’s study of 
online soap fans. As Baym (2000) says of similar terms, these terms are not 
categorical, but suggest that they may be possible alternatives to other members’ 
responses or senders’ own opinions. In the fourth email, the member attempts to 
build a kind of affiliation between he and ‘Brian’. Instead of agreeing with him, he tells 
‘Brian’ that the fault is with the site host.
In the following instance, ‘Philip’ posts a message asking for opinions about what he 
says is a new style of photography for him. Although the respondent appears not to 
like this style, he seeks to be encouraging and helpful, and he suggests a way in 
which the photos can be used.
2003
Hi Everyone,
I am trying a new style with my photography, I would much 
appreciate your opinions on the effects that I have added to my 
photos, they have had mixed replys from my family, so I am hoping 
I can have more opinions on this subject.
[Philip]
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2003
Hi [Philip],
You have some interesting effects there. I think the danger in 
this kind of thing lies in overdoing matters. However, the 
photographs you have displayed would make nice greeting cards and 
I think this is where special effects have their place. The main 
thing is to have fun with whatever you are doing and if the end 
result isn't to everyone's taste, so what? So long as it's been 
fun doing it.
At other times, posters may use ‘qualifiers’ in stronger statements or suggestions,
such as: “ may give better results”. As Baym (2000) explains, the inclusion of
‘may’ instead of ‘will’ suggests a degree of uncertainty and leaves room for others to 
disagree with them. At other times, partial agreements are followed by clauses such 
as ‘but’, ‘however’, and ‘at other times’. Acknowledgements of others’ views, opinions 
and perspectives help core members to perpetuate the sociability and cohesion of 
the community and consensus among members, and through them, core members 
construct the community to their own ends.
7.4.2 The DigiCam brand
Content writers of the DigiCam website and DigiCam manuals prescribe proper ways 
of using DigiCam cameras. They provide resources for members, who can go to 
them and, from the view of these writers, use their cameras correctly. In these 
manuals and websites, writers portray that they have an expert knowledge that they 
share with consumers. Owners of DigiCam cameras are intended to go to them in 
order to find out how they should use their digital cameras or if they experience any 
problems. For example, on the front page of the owner’s manual of one of DigiCam’s 
cameras, the manual is given authority by the writer. It comes with the camera and in
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it the owner is told that the manual “will show you how to use your DIGITAL 
CAMERA correctly” (Figure 7-1).
OWNER'S
This manual will show you how to use youM 
DIG IT AL C A M £ R A flÉ H H H I m  rrectly,
PI e ase fo II ow the instructions caretuIiy.
Figure 7-1 ‘This manual will show you how to use your camera correctly’
On its website, DigiCam portrays itself as an authority and expert in its field, by 
stating that it is recognised throughout the world for innovation apd quality and that it 
provides a wide range of photographic tools for both individual consumers and 
businesses. It provides tips for how to take and develop digital photographs, gives 
information about different consumer magazines devoted to digital photography, and 
details how to resolve common problems that users might experience with their 
DigiCam cameras.
Given that DigiCam cameras are the raison d’être of the community, the amount of 
information available to DigiCam users on DigiCam’s website and in manuals that 
can also be accessed online, and the ease with which information can be obtained 
from them, one might reasonably presume that members of the DigiCam community 
at least make references to, and occasional uses of, such resources. However, in the 
data I collected, there were no instances of members referring to DigiCam 
information, or of members advising that others go to information that DigiCam 
provides. In the following section, I show that despite coming come together out of 
common ownership of DigiCam branded cameras, new and existing members 
employ other members of the community to obtain stories about how they can use 
them. Members construct knowledge of their DigiCam cameras outside of the
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materials that agents at DigiCam prepare for them, instead of going to brand texts in 
order to use their DigiCam cameras ‘correctly’. These practices are not of resistance 
or subversion pace de Certeau (1984), Klein (2000), Lury (2004), Murray and 
Ozanne (1991) and Ozanne and Murray (1995), but are of consumption according to 
their own desires and interests.
7.4.3 Members’ discussions
As with online soap fans in Baym’s study (2000), members of the DigiCam group 
nurture, share and sustain knowledge about their mutual project of DigiCam cameras 
and their uses, through mutual engagement. They discuss insights, help each other, 
and develop tools and frameworks that become part of the common knowledge of the 
community.
Among members, the group is a forum for interacting with others about, and for 
discovering, features that some members did not know existed on their digital 
cameras. For example, in response to a query from a new member about how to 
shoot stills of an animal that would not keep still, a ‘core’ member sent the following 
email:
2003
[Eddie] just a thought and I do not get many useful ones ! you do 
realise there is an option for video shots on the [model number], 
perhaps you should use this for moving pics, it is fascinating, 
didn't even realise this was an option myself until found it by 
accident!
In this email, as in others like it, the member continues to construct the DigiCam 
camera discussed and to configure knowledge of it. As Lave (1999) says about
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knowledge that is constructed in communities of practice, knowledge of this digital 
camera is constructed in the historical development of ongoing activity in the 
community. Further, this member adds to the knowledge that members have gained 
through the community. Through text, the DigiCam camera referred to becomes a 
camera through which users are able to shoot moving pictures. As in other emails, 
members draw upon other members’ knowledge about different facilities and features 
of the brand’s cameras that are fairly unique to them, even though one presumes that 
members could discover such features if they read their manuals.
The following emails and excerpts of emails are additional stories or interpretations 
that arise via interactions between members of the community. Through interactions, 
members attempt to make sense of DigiCam cameras, and thereby order and 
construct them. How members construct a brand’s objects is similar to how Sony 
Centre staff construct Sony products, although how members do this is often more 
complex, as it arises through negotiations and debates between different members.
2002
What photo editing programme do you guys use? and does anybody 
know if it's possible to get real photographic prints from digital 
images as opposed to inkjet prints? Thanks......
[Graham]
The question in this email appears curious in 2005. However, posted in 2002, it is 
not. In this email, ‘Graham’ tells readers that photographs can be edited.
Interestingly, he constructs photographs from inkjet printers to be not ‘real’. He 
constructs an interpretation of digital photographs, and thus sets parameters for 
understanding them. Whilst he constructs photographs produced from chemicals in a 
laboratory or a darkroom or by a photograph developer to be real, those produced 
through an inkjet printer are somehow fake or un-real.
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In a further email, one of the core members informs readers that inkjet prints fade if 
exposed to light. If they are kept in albums, this is not such a problem, he says. Like 
Graham, he understands that these prints are not ‘photographic’ prints.
2 0 0 2
Hi [Brian]
Regarding prints, I have no complaints about the quality of my 
printer (Epson Stylus 660) but as with all ink jet prints, they do 
fade. It's not so bad if the prints are kept in an album away from 
light, but in frames they fade fairly rapidly, and that's why I 
would rather have photographic prints. However, how do the photo 
labs take an image from the computer and make a photographic 
print? I mean it can't be the same as getting prints from 
negatives....or can it?
If they are not ‘photographic’ prints, what are they? This member constructs prints 
that come from an inkjet printer as somehow not photographic, whilst prints from a 
photo lab are. In a similar way to how Woolgar (2002) describes a gap in his 
knowledge about the new Said Business School building, it is as though this member 
experiences a gap in the unfolding story of what digital photography is and what the 
implications of digitality are for his experiences of photography. He attempts to bridge 
the gap through recourse to how he understands analogue photography, and 
understands authenticity in terms of that to which he is accustomed. He seeks to 
draw upon knowledge held within the group rather than going to the DigiCam website 
from which further information can be obtained and prints can be ordered.
Whilst this member seeks to find a way to print digital photos, at other times 
members discuss how best to organise their digital photographs on their computers. 
Often members’ photographs are difficult to find on their computers. At other times,
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some members discover that they have copies in different places and puzzle over 
why this is. Other members talk about how best to send photographs via email, whilst 
others talk about how to store their photographs online.
Practices such as organising, printing and sending digital photographs are not 
dissimilar to practices of analogue photography. A pattern to emerge from the data is 
that members often understand DigiCam cameras with reference to film cameras. 
Their knowledge of the latter, that includes how to use them, configures some of their 
knowledge and practices of the former. Their practices and interactions are not 
illustrative of the radical disjuncture between digitality and analogue photography that 
producers generally maintain and generate in brand discourses, or that Baudrillard 
(1994b) posits between digital and mechanical reproduction. Rather, they illustrate 
Woolgar’s (2002) third rule of virtuality, that new (virtual) technologies tend to 
supplement rather than substitute for existing (real) technologies. Members 
reorganise, reposition and understand DigiCam cameras and how to practice them 
according to the different desires they have at different times. Data shows that whilst 
members post digital photographs to their photo albums on the community web site, 
the same photographs are sometimes printed and stored in three dimensional photo 
albums, framed and put on walls or posted in envelopes. I demonstrated in Chapter 4 
that advertisers claim that digital photography has replaced analogue photography. 
However, members’ practices and ways of understanding digital photography do not 
always conform to this, and they make claimed differences between the real and the 
digital difficult to sustain. A member may consider a printed photograph to be real 
when she or he writes an email, but this does not mean that s/he experiences and 
understands the digital photograph from which the print is made as any less real than 
the printed photograph.
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The following extracts from three emails by ‘core’ members construct a debate about 
‘automatic focus’ (AF) on a particular model of DigiCam camera. They are good 
examples of how knowledge about DigiCam cameras is constructed in the 
community through interaction, and that practices that organise them are often 
complex and require negotiation. This is the first extract:
2 0 0 2
 One of the things that really irritates me with the digital
camera is the fact that when using automatic focus, the image 
freezes and in reality the subject could have moved and you can 
end up with a shot which is out of focus or not where you want it 
to be in the frame. Of course, it isn't the AF which is so much at 
fault (I think) as the fact that I don't have through the lens 
viewing. This isn't a problem when photographing static subjects 
but is when photographing children or animals. I know I have the 
option of manual focusing but I find that rather slow on my 
camera. Perhaps it's a case of just getting used to it after using 
an SLR for so long. Comments?
In the first sentence of this extract, the member understands and constructs 
automatic focus to be a problem or irritant if the subject moves prior to being “shot”, 
because this produces an “out of focus” image. In the second sentence, however, the 
reader is told that, in fact, the “fault” is not the automatic focus, but rather the 
absence of “through the lens viewing” (that is a characteristic of a single lens reflex 
[SLR] camera). Shooting still subjects does not create a problem, however it does 
when photographing children or animals. In effect, the “fault” is now not so much 
related to automatic focus, as to moving subjects. The manual focus overcomes the 
problem. Although he finds manually focussing to be rather slow, the “fault” may not 
be a fault at all. Essentially, he understands that the fault arises because he has not
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sufficiently learnt about his camera. An experience is created as a ‘“fault” which is 
then resolved.
This member demonstrates that members’ trust in the ability of other members to 
resolve or help with a problem may be greater than trust in, or the ability of, DigiCam. 
Although this member does not mention what model of camera he has, it is "possible 
that his camera has a ‘Continual Auto-Focus’ button. When depressed, this button 
continually focuses upon whatever is in the Auto Focus frame, even if it is moving. 
Either way, he may have found more information by consulting the camera manual or 
the DigiCam website.
‘Brian’ sent a response that included the following excerpt. He tells the member that it 
is not the automatic focus that is problematic for him. Rather, it is the shutter lag. In 
the last email, the focus ‘problem’ is not so great for the sender for he uses editing 
software to experiment with his photos.
2002
...Note what you say re auto focus, but cannot say that it has been 
of any disadvantage.... something that is annoying, I find is the 
shutter lag problem, I suppose that is something to which we must
get used too or upgrade to a higher spec, pro. job camera which
does not suffer from this effect. (Thinks, ..must start doing the 
lottery again).Heh.... anybody out there, any of you 21 members 
read this and feel able to reply?
’Stuart’ included the following in next email to appear on the list:
2002
....Myself I use a [model of DigiCam camera] and am relatively 
pleased with it after many years using a Pentax ME Super. I too 
experience 1 or 2 minor problems with the autofocus by way of
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believing I have taken a well focused piture and it is out of 
focus. Generally I use these to experiment with editing software 
and they usually have the potential to be improved.
In these three emails, the difficulty of ascertaining where the problem is 
demonstrates how making sense of, and so organising and constructing, digital 
cameras can involve unease. They are continually in the process of becoming 
through language and practices outside of producers’ configurations. Unlike Sony 
Centre staff, for whom most ‘facts’ about a brand’s technologies are already 
structured through training and learning to use Sony products, this process requires 
negotiation, working out, organisation and reorganisation (although, in a few 
instances, staff found it difficult to operate a Sony digital camera). For ‘Brian’, there is 
no problem. For the third emailer, it is only a ‘minor’ problem. For the first member, 
the fault disappears because he has not had enough practice. The “fault” moves from 
being what the first member understands to be a technical problem to being a lack of 
his knowledge and experience.
7.5 Conclusion
This chapter concludes my empirical analysis of brands, using digital cameras as a 
case study. This chapter fills a gap in sociological literature about brands and 
branding by providing empirical research of users of a particular branded product.
How members maintain relationships with others that they have built up over time, 
and how they construct parameters for how new peripheral members should practice 
membership are vital for understanding the DigiCam community. Core members also 
construct parameters for how DigiCam cameras should be talked about and even
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how they should be used. Members discuss DigiCam cameras and their practices of 
them in ways that have become normative and structural over time, and to which new 
peripheral members must conform if they are to be accepted by ‘core’ members'. The 
community is a community of practice based around DigiCam cameras, but is on 
members' own terms.
When members discuss topics related to their DigiCam cameras, they are 
remarkably indifferent to the DigiCam brand. The DigiCam brand is never a topic of 
conversation and it has no recognisable role in the ways members talk about and 
construct their DigiCam cameras. Contrary to findings in other studies of 
communities whose members come together out of interest in particular brands, 
there is little in their interactions that suggests they are committed in any way to the 
DigiCam brand and that they gain any sense of identity from it.
New and existing members give priority to knowledge that other users of DigiCam 
cameras may have or help they may be able to provide over texts provided by 
DigiCam in brochures, manuals and online. In part, this is due to how members 
embed their correspondence in practices of friendship and familiarity. However, it is 
also due to how interactions between members allow them to negotiate with each 
other about how best to understand digital cameras and how to use them, and 
provide solutions and configurations that are much more suited to members’ own 
ends. Members organise their digital cameras according to their own desires, 
normative values, requirements and interactions, but their practices are not those of 
subversion and resistance to DigiCam or the DigiCam brand. Accounts of resistance 
discussed in Chapter 2, including that of de Certeau (1984), are not useful for 
understanding members’ practices. They do not “manipulate events and turn them 
into opportunities”. They are not “hunter’s cunning, manoeuvres, polymorphic 
simulations, joyful discoveries, poetic as well as warlike” (de Certeau 1984 pxix).
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Members make DigiCam cameras the focus of the community when they discuss 
them and include uses of them in their emails, but members also construct them and 
their place in the community in their own ways.
267
Chapter 8 Conclusion
Although brands have an immense cultural presence and are subjects of a mass of 
literature in marketing and business studies, they have been given very little attention 
in sociology. In one of the few sociological studies about brands and branding, Lury 
(2004) claims that the brand is the medium of exchange between companies and 
consumers. She asserts that it is a key cultural force of our time, and one of the most 
important features and vehicles of globalisation. Clearly then, brands warrant more 
attention from sociology.
The central aim of this thesis has been to develop a greater sociological 
understanding of brands through an investigation of digital cameras as a case study. 
Lury’s accounts are insightful. However, in contrast to Lury, I sought to understand 
some of the processes through which claims are made about different brands, and 
how brands gain specific attributes through discourses. My approach was to 
understand that a brand and a technology, and their capacities and effects, are the 
consequences of specific interpretations of them. Whatever they are lies in our 
interpretive engagement with them, which may or may not be informed by 
advertisers, retail staff or other users. I therefore investigated empirically the roles 
and importance given to brands in advertising, mediation and consumption. I 
researched the ways in which brands are talked about and constructed, and I 
investigated some of the actual practices of producers and consumers. I took an 
approach that does not assume that brands have actual capacities or effects, or that
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designers of brands, advertisements and retail spaces are always successful at 
organising production and consumption.
Existing literature confirmed the importance of brands and branding in the production 
and mediation of objects, and I employed this literature to help me select the sites for 
study. The literature is broadly divided between two positions. Firstly, there is 
literature that describes the cultural authority of advertisers and marketers to 
determine social and cultural life and the practices of consumers. In this literature, 
consumers tend to be understood to be uncritically accepting of how these agents 
construct different objects. Some literature from this position contends that 
consumers need to become aware of the ways in which advertisers operate, and 
they need to practice calculated resistance against their constructions. Secondly, I 
reviewed literature for which the signs and economies of late or post-modernity lead 
to the development of wider forms of expression in everyday life. In some of these 
accounts, brands are constructed to be media for individual sovereignty, and in 
others, retail spaces, aesthetics and branded ‘experiences’ are central to how objects 
are mediated.
In my analyses of advertisements and the empirical material from Sony Centres, 
attention was focused upon claims that advertisers and retail staff make about what 
digital cameras and brands will do. I found that brands are constructed in such ways 
that the capacities that digital cameras are constructed to have appear to draw from 
them.
A focus upon brands and branding is a departure from previous analyses of how a 
technology is constructed (e.g. Bijker et al 1987, Campbell and Russo 2003,
Cockburn and Ormrod 1993, Grint and Woolgar 1997, Pinch and Bijker 1987, 
Williams and Edge 1991), and it has implications for future studies of technologies
269
and the sociology of consumption. An interrogation of digital cameras that failed to 
acknowledge the roles and positions given to their respective brands would have 
been less insightful. Thus, I argue that a sociological investigation of how a consumer 
technology is constructed needs to consider the roles given to brands.
I have shown how advertisers portray that brands have different capacities and, 
taking Sony as a case study, how different agents employ strategies so that firstly, 
retail staff should work and communicate the Sony brand in particular ways, and 
secondly, customers should browse and understand official meanings constructed for 
the Sony brand. I have shown that these strategies achieve some success in the 
case of Sony Centre staff. However, through my empirical research of Sony Centres 
and users, I have shown how retail staff, customers and consumers do not always 
act according to how they are intended, and the construction of a brand’s products 
are subject to various interests and concerns of these agents.
The complexities of relationships and interactions between different agents, that I 
have drawn out in this thesis, are represented in the following diagram. This diagram 
contrasts with the circuit of culture diagram that du Gay et al present in their 
investigation of the Sony Walkman (1997). My aim in constructing this diagram is 
similar to that of Cockburn and Ormrod in their study of the microwave (1993) 
because it shows the complexities of the processes through which a new technology 
is made meaningful. In the rest of this chapter I discuss the importance of these 
complexities.
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I have shown that individual brands are portrayed as, and thus constructed to be, 
things for individuals to understand, experience and orient their practices of 
consumption around. In turn, I have shown how a brand is constructed to be the 
central means through which meanings of a new technology are made in advertising 
and mediation in a set of retail spaces. A fundamental shift of focus has taken place 
away from advertising and retailing an object that can be seen and touched, to 
something which cannot, but which nevertheless is represented and talked about as 
though it is some-thing. This shift involves a complication of the notion of the 
enabling power of a technology. The priority given to brands extends to portraying 
the constructed enabling power of a technology as rooted in its brand.
The aim of analysing advertisements for digital cameras was to understand the roles 
given to, and the place of, brands in them. Future research could look at how viewers 
actually interpret and respond to them. Advertisers may configure viewers to interpret 
advertisements in particular ways, and I have sought to understand what these 
interpretations should be. However, how successful are their intentions, and what 
alternative readings might viewers make?
This thesis provides empirical evidence for Lury’s position that the meanings 
constructed for a brand can be compared to a schematic that is used to specify and 
co-ordinate processes of production and mediation, and rationalising and 
standardising work so that these processes fit with the brand’s meanings. However, 
this thesis also shows that practices of circumscribing proper activities do not sit 
easily alongside literature about responsible autonomy discussed in Chapter 2. This 
literature stresses notions of flexibility, innovation on the shop floor, individual 
responsibility and self-governance. Self-governance and the availability of training 
courses are attempts to encourage Sony Centre staff to understand their own roles in 
the maintenance and reinforcement of the Sony brand’s constructed objectivity and
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uniqueness among high-technology brands. Self-governance and self-determination 
are intended to have particular ends. They are for the benefit of the company and the 
brand.
Castells (2000) argues that a division of labour consisting of two categories has 
emerged in the global economy. Workers in the first category are able to adapt to 
new work processes, tasks and sources of information. In the second, labour is much 
more substitutable and disposable. This second form of labour is found in what 
Bowring calls the dark side of production (2002). For Lury (2004) the rise of the brand 
has heightened this hierarchical division of labour, with design intensive producers 
located at the top, and those actually involved in delivering the service at the bottom. 
However, my empirical research complicates Lury’s assertion because Sony Centre 
staff, who are at the bottom of this hierarchy, are required to take on ways of being 
and activities that are similar to those that are required of workers at the top. Staff 
need to learn to develop some of the particular qualities and skills of self­
development and self-regulation that Bowring (2002) du Gay (1996) and Ross (2003) 
say are demanded of white-collar workers.
This thesis shows that demands put upon retail staff to practice self-development and 
self-regulation are similar to demands put upon many white-collar workers, marketers 
and designers. However, this thesis also shows that these demands are problematic 
for organisations and employees. As du Gay (1996) argues in his research on retail 
workers, the idea that a single mode of being and action is appropriate for different 
types of work ignores the particularities and specificities of different types of work and 
workers. This thesis shows that the problematics of this transformation has 
implications for the suitability of a more general demand for self-governance that can 
be developed through continuing education, training and self-improvement by an 
entrepreneurial self in a wide range of employment sectors and even spheres of
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home and the family. More broadly, I believe these demands are indicative of how 
rhetoric about self-dependence from the Right has become a key tenet of New 
Labour ideology and governance (Driver and Martell 1996, 1998). For example, 
Forrester (2005) discusses changes in primary education toward a performance 
culture that stresses targets and testing and the responsibility of teachers to meet 
those goals. A second example comes from changes in the National Health Service 
that have led to a radical transformation in the work of nurses since the mid 1990s. 
Many nurses have been increasingly permitted and expected to prescribe drugs, 
which has required them to undergo more education and training (Department of 
Health 2005). As a third example, Kidger (2004) argues that New Labour’s Teenage 
Pregnancy Strategy, which focuses on ensuring that more teenage mothers enter 
education, training or work, is problematic for young mothers. In part this is due to 
how it discounts full-time mothering as a full-time option. In all these examples, 
individuals are required to undertake more responsibility and self-improvement 
through education and training.
My research builds upon the description Lury gives of the possible roles of 
employees (2004), by investigating their actual practices. Lury argues that the brand 
acts as a platform for the patterning of activity and that it is a mode of organising 
activities in space and time. Certainly, I have shown that this is the case with staff at 
Sony Centres whose work is intended to correspond to, and reinforce, meanings 
constructed for the Sony brand.
I have demonstrated that Sony Centre staff do not always act according to how they 
are intended. They do not always maintain and reinforce the coherence of, and 
meanings constructed for, the Sony brand. I have shown that the business model 
within which Sony Centres operate, and the amount and types of work they have to 
undertake in addition to customer service, are important factors in explaining this.
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Through empirical investigation of retail workers’ practices, this thesis shows that 
whilst owners of the Sony brand are able to set parameters for proper activities of 
training, product service and customer service, they are unable to determine the 
actual practices of retail staff. Retail workers sometimes make fallible the strategies 
of employers and brand owners to pattern their behaviour, behaviour that should 
benefit the brand and its products and therefore those employers and brand owners.
Despite these findings, the research could have been improved. If, for example, I had 
become a member of staff at a Sony Centre, I would have been able to reflect upon 
my own experiences of what it is like to be a member of staff, of being subject to 
strategies and of communicating different Sony technologies. Further, although an 
aim of my research in Sony Centres was to reflect upon my own experiences of 
being a customer, how representative were my experiences? A comparison of my 
and others’ experiences would reveal patterns in experiences of, and responses to, 
branded spaces, and exceptions to patterns that can lead to more insightful theory 
(Becker 1998; Seale 1999; Silverman 1987, 2005). Future research could include 
talking with customers, interviewing them and even accompanying them on visits to 
Sony Centres or other retail spaces (see Kaufman-Scarborough [1995, 1999], Miller 
et al [1998] and Sherry [1998] for examples of research that have used the method of 
accompanying shoppers). Future research could also consider lower end and other 
chains of retail stores that sell one or more brands of new technologies, in order to 
draw findings that compare and contrast with the findings of this thesis. Examples 
include Shop @ Panasonic, Bang and Olufsen, Curry’s Digital, and PC World.
This thesis also builds upon Lury’s work in Brands (2004) by critically engaging with 
an online group whose raison d’etre centred upon a particular brand. The aim of 
researching the DigiCam community was to investigate the possible roles and
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importance that members give to a brand, the importance of members’ interactions, 
and how members might co-construct meanings of a brand.
Findings from the DigiCam group extend knowledge of branded communities. Unlike 
the research by McAlexander and Schouten (1998), Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) and 
Muniz and Schau (2005), there is no evidence from my research that users of 
DigiCam cameras feel any attachment to the brand or that they gain any sense of 
identity from it. It is never a topic of conversation and it has no recognisable role in 
the ways members talk about and construct their cameras. Unlike in these studies, 
there is no sense of ownership of the brand and commitment to it, and members are 
not at all protective of the brand.
Members’ protectiveness is concerned more with each other and members’ 
interactions in, and contributions to, the community, and less with who uses DigiCam 
cameras, the DigiCam brand and its reputation per se. Their protectiveness can be 
seen in the parameters they set for new members and members’ interactions, 
although, occasionally, it is explicit. When members talk about their digital cameras, 
most often this is according to norms and parameters that inform how they should 
interact. When members appropriate DigiCam cameras, members construct new 
meanings for their digital cameras, and they employ means other than brand texts in 
order to use them.
One might argue that some of the findings from my study of the DigiCam group mean 
that the DigiCam group is not representative of branded groups in general. But as I 
have argued with respect to my experiences in Sony Centres, exceptions can lead to 
more insightful theory (Becker 1998; Seale 1999; Silverman 1987, 2005), and clearly, 
the case study is of interest in itself because it diverges, in part, from findings from 
other research into branded communities.
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Despite some of the value of this thesis coming from how the DigiCam group might 
be an exception among branded groups, further theory might be developed from 
analysis of the data I collected from the Sony online community. What roles, if any, 
do members give to the Sony brand? What parameters, if any, do existing members 
construct that might impact upon how members talk about their cameras and the 
Sony brand? Future analysis should also include the data from the twenty interviews 
I held with users. What is the possible importance that participants give to the brands 
of the digital cameras they use? Advertisements and some DigiCam members’ 
practices drew attention to the homes and lives of users. Thus, what other kinds of 
photographic practices and activities take place in the homes of users, what more 
can be learned about relationships between practices of digital cameras and 
household and familial relationships, how do users continue to domesticate digital 
cameras, and what kinds of lives do users live?
Together, findings from the Sony Centres and the DigiCam group have implications 
for how we understand practices of consumers. The constructed continuum that 
places social determinism at one end and conscious resistance at the other is 
inadequate for understanding practices of consumers. Activities that do not conform 
to circumscribed activities and ways of understanding a new technology, which 
therefore undermine, or at least impact upon, how that technology is constructed, are 
not necessarily resistant.
In particular, de Certeau’s notions of tactics and strategies, that have been widely 
used in cultural theory (e.g. DeSilvey 2003, Fiske 1987, 1989a, Hill 2004, Hubbard 
and Sanders 2003, Morris 1998, Morris 2004, Skelton and Valentine 2003, Stratford 
2002), are not sufficient for explaining consumers’ practices that do not conform to 
circumscribed practices and ways of understanding a new technology. Tactics and
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resistance are not the only means of undermining strategies to which consumers are 
subject. Neither notions of resistance and tactics nor conformity to advertisers’ 
prescriptions are sufficient at explaining users’ activities. For example, this thesis 
complicates Lury’s claim that: “It is only when consumers are (more or less) 
organised or (more or less) rational that they are able to be effective (or, perhaps 
better, that their actions have an effect in) challenging or transforming brands” (1994 
p141). Clearly, although the retail workers and users I investigated occasionally 
undermine official parameters for their activities, they have not organised themselves 
in order to do so. Additionally, the consequences of their activities have not drawn 
from any such intentions.
This thesis provides empirical evidence for Morris’ claims that de Certeau’s 
constructed oppositions between the ‘official’ and the ‘everyday’ and between ‘us’ 
and ‘them’ have limited value for understanding sociological analyses of consumption 
(2004). Firstly, they are not useful for explaining practices of different groups of 
people, and secondly, de Certeau constructs an artificial binary between strategies 
and tactics and thus the ‘strong’ and the ‘weak’. A major problem with the way de 
Certeau understands consumers’ practices is that, by lumping together all those who 
are subject to strategies, he flattens significant differences between them, simplifies 
complex sets of practices by them and groups of individuals, and ignores the very 
different relationships they have with those who construct proper and official 
meanings. Most obviously, to equate retail workers with users of a new technology, 
as would have been the case if I had understood all of their practices in terms of 
tactics, would ignore the wide range of social contexts and social relationships in 
which members from both groups find themselves, the range of discourses they 
experience and the practices in which they engage. The users of digital cameras I 
investigated do not have the same relationship to owners of the DigiCam brand as 
Sony Centre workers do to Sony, and certainly, community members do not interpret
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that they exist in the ‘us’ and ‘them’ relationship that characterises some of the 
practices and interpretations of Sony Centre staff members. Additionally, this thesis 
shows how users attempt to set parameters for other users’ practices of the same 
technology and how they talk about it. This highlights a further problem in de 
Certeau’s account when he precludes discussion of struggles or negotiations 
between groups, or even members of a single group, who have rival interests, but 
who cannot be defined in terms of ‘the strong’ and ‘the weak’. Chapter 6 showed that 
when different groups (Sony Centre managers and Sony Dealing) subject another 
group (staff members) to conflicting strategies, these groups can undermine each 
other’s strategies.
8.1 Wider implications for social research
What are the wider implications that this thesis has for studies of brands and 
technologies?
Some of the sociological significance of this thesis is that, by investigating brands 
and branding, we have new inroads for thinking about how technologies are made 
meaningful, and how consumers embed technologies in their lives. When many 
different products are brought together in Sony Centres, and when they are all 
branded with the Sony logo, Sony links these artefacts with meanings constructed for 
the Sony brand, namely, that the power of Sony technologies to enable a particular 
and aspirational kind of everyday life lies in the Sony brand, and that the Sony brand 
is innovative, stylish, and cool. Thus, on the one hand, a sociological investigation of 
a brand complicates the unit of analysis, extending it from one technology to many. 
On the other hand, a brand is a means for speaking on behalf of technologies. It is a 
way of interpreting them. This thesis shows that an interrogation of how a technology
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is constructed demands an investigation of the roles of brands in that construction, 
which can lead to a more complex understanding of that technology.
Sony brands many technologies, but what if Sony began branding microwaves or 
washing machines? How the Sony brand is constructed to be an enabler of an 
aspirational lifestyle means that it may be possible for Sony to bring quite different 
kinds of products together and so lift them from the mundane. A few other brands 
have done this. For example, Porsche does not only design and brand cars, it also 
designs and brands kettles, coffee makers, LCD monitors and shoes (www.porsche- 
design.com87). The branding of such mundane technologies makes them more 
visible. By investigating the brand, sociologists have a means for continuing to render 
visible the overlooked.
However, the brand should not only be an object of sociological interrogation. I also 
propose that the brand is a methodological approach for sociologically investigating 
technologies, even seemingly mundane technologies such as washing machines, 
toasters, cookers and DIY equipment (such as drills and workbenches), all of which 
might be seen as unexciting and dull. Harding (1987) argues that the terms: 
‘epistemology’, ‘methodology’ and ‘method’ are often conflated, with the term 
‘method’ being used to refer to all three. However, ‘methodology’ can refer to a 
theory and analysis of how research does and should proceed. It is about how theory 
can be applied in research (ibid p3). I argue that the brand is a means for doing 
research of a social phenomenon. It is a means that can be separated from the brand 
as a subject of research.
87 Accessed 14 Nov 2005.
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Debates, critiques and interventions are indicative of how notions of the everyday 
and the mundane are complicated and contested. Undertaking research into brands 
and employing the brand as a methodological approach to understanding 
technologies would, firstly, help sociologists to continue to interrogate, and make 
visible, the mundane. Secondly, it would challenge how the everyday has, according 
to Gardiner (2004) and Sandywell (2004), been understood in contrast with the 
exotic, the unusual, the public, the political and organised social action, and therefore 
how the everyday has been devalued in relation to them. Using the brand as a 
means -  as a way in - for studying mundane technologies is a response to 
Sandywell’s argument that the ‘ordinary’ has been systematically denigrated (in 
social theory) in the very act of being theorized as ‘everyday life’ (2004 p160).
8.2 Brand as methodology: an example
In order to illustrate how using the brand as a methodological approach can extend 
an existing piece of research, I want to look at Cockburn and Ormrod’s study (1993) 
of a mundane technology - the microwave.
For Cockburn and Ormrod, the microwave has become part of the domestic 
environment and an object of everyday use. It has become mundane. They explore 
the circuit of production for the microwave by investigating the design of microwaves 
at ‘Electro’, their distribution and retail at ‘Home-Tec’ (both are fictitious names), and 
their use. Their thesis is that knowledge, which shapes the microwave and its uses, 
the processes whereby it gains its significance, and even the microwave itself, are 
moulded by gender relations. In part, their argument proceeds from their observation 
that the microwave begins as a ‘state-of the art’ masculine technology in production, 
but in the retail trade, it translates into an everyday ‘family’ commodity that is
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'technically boring’ (1993 p15). Thus, Cockburn and Ormrod’s account has 
essentialist overtones:
The social, gendered identity of the microwave oven modified as it entered the 
retail trade... We saw the microwave shift from being a more or less masculine 
engineered product to being a ‘family’ white good (pp155, 156).
Cockburn and Ormrod’s account underplays the role of interpretation - that what 
counts as a microwave is taken to be a social process involving the persuasive 
interpretation of information. Employing the brand as a methodological approach for 
exploring the construction of the microwave complicates Cockburn and Ormrod’s 
conclusions because it draws more attention to the importance of interpretation. For 
example, since the 1980s, Zanussi has been one of the leading brands and 
designers of microwave ovens88. In 1981, Geers Gross89, a UK advertising company, 
designed the slogan: “Zanussi -  The Appliance of Science” together with images of 
futuristic space travel to a distant planet (which Zanussi titled ‘Planet Zanussi’ in the 
mid 1990s) in television and hard copy advertisements90. These advertisements were 
not only about Zanussi’s products but also about the Zanussi brand. The claim was 
that Zanussi brings forward future science to the present, and that Zanussi products, 
including Zanussi microwaves, were technologically advanced - certainly more so 
than Zanussi’s rivals.
88 Zanussi is owned by Electrolux. Electrolux brands its own kitchen products, and also owns AEG, 
Flymo and Tricity Bendix. (www.electrolux.com. Accessed 15 Nov 2005)
89 Now owned by McCann Erickson Worldwide Group (www.mccann.com. Accessed 27 Jul 2004) 
(Pollitt 2004).
90 http://www.websters-online-dictionary.org/definition/english/sl/slogan.html. (Accessed 17 Nov 05).
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Clearly, claims about the Zanussi brand lift Zanussi products from the mundane to 
make them extraordinary, unusual and ‘state of the art’ technologies. This has 
implications for Cockburn and Ormrod’s thesis because, from their research, a ‘state- 
of the art’ technology is constructed as ‘masculine’, whilst mundane technologies are 
constructed as ‘feminine’. The retail trade is only one site in which men and women 
encounter microwaves and in which microwaves are made meaningful. Employing 
the brand as a methodology for understanding the microwave problematises their 
observations that it is only in the hidden world of production, outside of the view of 
consumers, that the microwave is considered ‘state of the art’, and that the 
microwave as ‘state-of-the-art’ is closed off outside of the production process. It also 
questions just how much ‘state of the art’ can be constructed as ‘masculine’, and how 
much mundane technologies can be constructed as ‘feminine’.
Employing the brand as a methodological approach would also lead to a greater 
sensitivity to how materials, aesthetics and claims about microwaves may shift 
across brands, how different brands of microwaves may be positioned in retail sites, 
how different types of households may own different brands of microwaves, and how 
practices of household members and meanings that they give to their microwaves 
may shift according to brand. Exploring contradictions between how Zanussi 
microwaves are advertised, how they are promoted and retailed at ‘Home-Tec’ and 
how they are domesticated would reveal how meanings given to microwaves and 
their brands are contested and variable. It would complicate Cockburn and Ormrod’s 
(1997) notion that in the public world, the microwave quickly becomes a ‘feminine’ 
technology, and it would challenge their depiction of how gender relations ensure a 
smooth transition from production into the home. How might meanings that different 
members of households attach to microwaves change according to their brands? 
Exploring meanings given to microwaves would shift attention away from Cockburn 
and Ormrod’s conclusion that the microwave is shaped by gender -  that gender
relations shape technology and thus that it is either ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’ - to 
understanding that the microwave is interpreted. This development of Cockburn and 
Ormrod’s thesis demonstrates that any gendering of microwaves occurs in and 
through their interpretation. It does not question the place of gender, but it does 
question just how gendered different interpretations of microwaves are.
8.3 Beyond tactics and resistance
When investigating brands and employing the brand as a methodological approach in 
order to understand a technology, attention must be given to contexts. The 
construction of brands and their employment in constructing technologies do not 
determine how those brands and technologies are understood, experienced and 
consumed. In retail sites, staff practices are complex, and staff do not always work in 
the ways intended. Staff co-construct and can undermine a brand and its 
technologies. People join the DigiCam community because they own DigiCam 
cameras, yet members continue to construct DigiCam cameras, and, in their 
interactions, appear indifferent to the DigiCam brand. Members and retail staff often 
understand digital cameras in their own terms, and I have argued that an application 
of de Certeau’s notion of tactics has only limited analytic value.
Thus, in future sociological research of brands, and in sociological research that uses 
the brand as methodological approach for understanding technologies, attention 
should be given to unintended and contextual practices, and concerns and interests 
of producers, mediators and consumers. These make notions of resistance and 
tactics limited. I suggest that such attention will lead to a more complex 
understanding of practices of different agents. I suggest that a way of moving beyond 
a dependence upon notions of resistance and subversion in explaining people’s 
practices that do not accord with the intentions, strategies and configurations of
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others, is provided by a debate in Cultural Studies, especially in view of the 
dominance de Certeau has in some accounts that draw from this discipline (e.g. 
Fiske 1987, 1989a, 1989b, 1992). Some of the value of this thesis is that Morris’ 
criticism of Cultural Studies - that the “blind acceptance of the concept of resistance 
has resulted in cultural studies becoming a discipline concerned with ‘tracking down 
resistances’ and, once it has found them, taking their side” (Morris 2004 p269) -  
does not have to become a more general criticism of potential sociological studies of 
brands, branding and technologies. I recommend that future sociological studies of 
brands and their technologies adopt Bennett’s call for Cultural Studies to gain “a 
fuller and richer cartography of the spaces between total compliance and resistance” 
(Bennett 1998 p169 italics mine). Any sociological study of a brand needs to re- 
conceptualise the effects of everyday practices. It needs to understand that practices 
have different and often unpredicted and unintended effects, as in the case of some 
of the retail staff and users investigated.
I suggest that this thesis forms the catalyst for further sociological investigations of 
the brand as a variable entity. How brands are made flexible in two of the research 
sites I investigated builds upon and complicates current conceptions of brands in 
sociology. Thinking about brands with reference to digital cameras has shown that 
they are a means for making claims about, and for attempting to set parameters for, 
what a technology is and what it is able to do. Thus, I have argued that, given the 
huge cultural presence of brands, practices of branding, the mass of popular and 
business studies literature about brands, and the minimal sociological engagement 
with them, any sociological investigation of a consumer technology should include 
brands, and consider the usefulness of employing the brand as a methodological 
approach.
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